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The Ramban, based on the text of the Toragh which savs. “And Nadab
and Avihu, the sons of Aaron, took each man his sensor. and they put
in it fire, and they placed upon it incense, and they offered this strange
fire before G-d which He did not command them.” claims that they
were struck down because they believed they could understand G-d’s
ways. Incense in the Temple ritual stood for strict justice. and they
understood G-d’s strict justice. Rabbi Bachya agrees with the Ramban
and says explicitly that they were struck down because they thought
they understood G-d’s justice. The only other time that Nadab and Avihu
are mentioned in a significant way in the Torah is at the end of the
Torah portion, Mishpatim: “And Moshe went up and Aaron, Nadab,
and Avihu and seventy from the elders of Isracl, and they saw the G-d
of Israel, and under His feet was like the workings of a sapphire
brickwork, and it was like the essence of heaven purity, and against
these great men of Israel G-d did not send His hand, and they saw G-d.
yet they ate and drank.” We cannot usually perceive G-d. He is in a
different plane of existence from us. If we do perceive Him, it means
we have left our own plane of existence and we will not be able to
continue to live. However, in this casc they beheld some sort of vision
of G-d and continued to live. They saw G-d, so to speak. figuratively,
on His throne and beneath Him was a brickwork made of sapphires.

This description is very similar to what we learn in the first chapter of
Yecheskel. When the prophet Yecheskel looks up, he sees the heavens
and then above the heavens he sees this brickwork of sapphires and
then he sees the holy throne of G-d above this brickwork. When Nadab
and Avihu apprehend G-d, they act totally different than did the prophet
Yecheskel. When Yecheskel beheld G-d, he fell down. prostrated
himself before G-d, and asked mercy for the Jewish people, but here
Nadab and Avihu did not do anything of the sort. They apprchended
G-d and then they sat down to eat and drink. When they looked to
heaven, they first saw G-d, and then they looked down through G-d to
this brickwork of sapphires, and then they saw the pcople below. When
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Yecheskel apprehénded G-d, he looked up. He saw the heaven and this
brickwork of sapphires, and then he saw (G-d.

The rabbis tell us that this brickwork of sapphires was actually composed
of all the suffering of the Jewish people. Euch brick was made up of
the tears and blood suffered by the people. Each brick stood for another
martyr of the Jewish people. Each brick stood for the terrible suffering
the Jewish people had endured in Egypt in slavery. Nadab and Avihu
did not look at things from the Jewish pcople’s perspective. They looked
down from G-d’s perspective. They thought that the suffering of the
people was necessary to have this brickwork in heaven. Their job was
not to ameliorate suffering, to get rid of pain; their job as priests in
[srael was to get the people to accept their condition.

Unfortunately, throughout the ages, that is what many people have
thought the role of religion should be. It was to make the people
understand that they should bear their sutfering with joy since in the
future life they would be rewarded for 1t. Pain and suffering were good.
That’s why Marx struck such a responsive chord in so many people
when he said that religion is the opiate of the people. The religious
teachings of many religions in his time was meant to have the people
accept their fate and to be docile so their rulers could run roughshod
over them. Judaism teaches us that we are never to accept our suffering
and pain. We should always try to overcome it. Nadab and Avihu thought
they understood why we have pain and suffering and they believed that
we should embrace it so there would be more sapphire brickwork in
heaven. The prophet Yecheskel knew better. He saw the sapphire
brickwork and begged G-d for mercy. We do not need any more patn
and suffering. What we need is to ameltorate it. Nadab and Avihu said
the natural way is the best way. Accept the incvitable suffering of life.
All of it is basically caused by your sins. The prophet Yecheskel said it
is true we sin and some of our pain and suflering may be caused by it,
but most pain and suffering is not causcd by it. We have been charged
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by G-d to do everything we possibly can to overcome pain and suffering.
That's why Judaism would probably take a different attitude on cloning
than other religions. Cloning, misused, can be very dangerous, but,
used properly, can effect cures. You could give a person stricken with
cancer a perfect bone marrow match. It could allow impotent peoplc to
reproduce. We do not have to accept pain and suffering just because it
seems to be natural. That was the argument that was used 120 years
ago for not giving women pain killers during childbirth, a position
rejected by Judaism.

Pesach will soon be here. Pesach tcaches us that we do not have to
accept slavery, It is not inevitable that some people have to be slaves so
there can be civilization, as Plato and Aristotle believed. The pain,
humiliation, degradation of slavery could be eradicated and,
parenthetically. they have almost been eradicated in our day. There is a
Medrash which says that after the Jews had crossed the Red Sea and
the waters of the Red Sea came cascading down on the Egyptian army,
the puardian angel of Esau protested and said. “G-d. why are You
allowing the Jewish people to escupe and destroying the Egyptians?
After all, they are both idol worshippers.”™ G-d remonstrated with him
and said. “How can you say such a thing? The Jewish people were
forced to accept the culture of their oppressors while the Egyptians
witlingly chose to be idolaters.” The question can be asked. though,
why didn’t the guardian angel of Esau protest during the plagues? Why
only at the Red Sca? After all. the Jewish people were spared the
plagues: the plagues only alfected the Egyptians,

Perhaps the answer could be that when the Jewish people were in Egypt.
they were slaves. They were already enduring pain and suffering and
the guardian angel of Esau was sutisficd. but after the Jewish people
had escaped from slavery. they were now on the same level as the
Egyptians. If the Egyptians should now suffer pain and suffering, so
should the Jews. The answer is. ol course, that we do not believe
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anybody should have to endure pain and suffering. It is our business to
ameliorate it as much as we can. We do not understand G-d’s ways. We
do say that G-d is just and eventually all suffering will be overcome.
At the end of days, we will understand why all this pain and suffering
were necessary, but now we cannot justify it and we cannot remain
indifferent to it. We must end as much pain and suffering as we can.
After we have ended as much pain and suffering as we can, G-d has
assured us that He will send the Mashiach. As 11c sent Moshe to Egypt
to end the pain and suffering of slavery, Tle will send the Mashiach
Who will end all pain and suffering. 1.ct us hope and pray that He will
come soon.



TAZRIA

Merzorah, Birth Pangs, Cursing, Israel, & The Sin Offering

Imost every Torah portion begins with the first significam words

in it. However, this does not apply to both the Torah portions

Tazria and Metzorah, The Torah portion Tarzia beging with,
“And G-d spoke 0 Moshe saying. "Speak to the sons of Isracl saying...”
The first significant word in this Torah portion is 2 woman. The other
phrases before occur many times in the Torah and are, therefore, not
unique. However, this Torah portion is not called a woman. It is called
“when she will conceive.” Tazria means she will conceive, Why have
the rabbis seen fit to call this Torah portion she will conceive and not
call it a woman?

The same thing applics to the Torah portion Metzorah. {t starts out
with the words, “And G-d spoke to Moshe saying, "This will be the
law of the Metzorah, ot leper,”™ “Fhis will be Zos Tee'eh,” are actually
the first significant words in this Torah portion. In fact, both Rashi and
the Rambam refer to this Torah portion as Zos Tee’ch. Why is it that
we refer to it as Metzorah, or leper?

What's more, immediately after we learn about the laws of childbirth,
we learn about the laws of leprosy. What does leprosy have to do with
childbirth? Why has the Torah seen fit to immediately after the laws of
childbirth, talk about leprosy? Also, Rashi comments that Rabbi Simlai
said that just as the creation of man was last among all creations, so
docs the Torah explain the laws of ritual impurity concerning man after
we have learned about the laws of kosher among animals. Why should
he have made that statement?

We all know that a woman, after she gives birth, at least according to
the laws of the Torah, and the women expanded these laws, cannot
have intercourse with her husband for seven days. We also learn that
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for another 33 days she could not go into the Temple. For a girl, that
period was doubled. The rabbis explain that for the first seven days,
she had to come to terms with herself. She no longer was carrying a
baby, and there is something called postpartum blues which can he
scvere. She had to learn to bond with the baby. That was her first
obligation. After that, she had to reestablish her relationship with her
husband and family before she took on communal activities, Only after
she bonded with the baby and got over her postpartum blues and then
reestablished her relationship with her husband and family should she
be involved in communal activitics. For a female, this period was
doubled because she should not be disappointed that she had a girl.
She did not have to start right away to have a boy. After all, girls are
very important too, just as imporiant as boys. Once she came to the
Temple, she was to bring two sacrifices: one a sin offering; and one a
burnt offering. The burnt offering was given to bring her close to G-d.
Why did she have to bring a sin offering? What sin did she commit? Of
course, many Christian groups explain that her sin was sex, itself, and,
therefore, she had to bring a sin offering. This, of course, is completely
against Jewish teachings. Sex is a mitzvah, not a sin, so why did she
have to bring a sin offering?

The rabbis explain that she had to bring a sin offering because during
her pregnancy when she had morning sickness, and during labor she
would shout out curses against her husband and swear she’d never
have another baby. After all, the pain was cxcruciating. Today, we have
anesthesia, ctc. We have ways to ameliorate the pain. In order to altow
a woman to free herself from any guill for saying these things, she
brought a sin offering.

This, I believe, is the reason this Torah portion does not start with the
word woman, and why Rabbi Simlai makes the comments he makes,
because here we are not just talking about producing a child. Women
display great courage in having children. After all. 15-20 percent of all
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women used to die in childbirth before modern medicine. Men know
that women are innately more brave than they are. That's why they
engage in macho activities. Therefore, the bringing forth of the child
produced many mixed emotions. We also create, as human beings,
beyond what the animal kingdom does: institutions and relationships
and nations and states, which animals do not. To create a new institution,
and especially a new state, is a very difficult experience fraught with
much trauma.

Today, we are celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the State of Israel.
As with every new birth, unfortunately, there was blood and violence.
There are many today who completely revise history and claim that
Israel really wanted the war in 1948 so they could grab more territory.
Nothing could he further from the truth. I remember those days. Every
Jew was frightened that another Holocaust was on the horizon. This
time six million Jews would not be killed, only 600,000, Many Jews
thought that Ben Gurion was making a terrible mistake by proclaiming
astate. After all, the British had armed the Arabs to the teeth. They had
given them the fortresses on the high ground. Their armies were led by
British officers. The Jews in Israel would be slaughtered. 1 remember
in our synagogue how all the people were frightened and how my father
stood up and satd we had nothing to be frightened about, that we were
going to win. How he knew it, I do not know.

True, the war was a savage war, and maybe we made mistakes, It is
true that the Arab leaders told their peeple to leave because it would be
easier for them to conquer Israel if they were out of the way. It is also
true that Ben Gurion ordered his Haganah to empty the Arab villages
around Lod Airport. He needed that airport to receive weapons from
Czechoslovakia. One of the miracles of the establishment of the State
of Israe] was that Russia and the United States agreed on its formation.
A few months later, the Cold War burst out in all its fury and the United
States and Russia never would have agreed to Israel’s formation. Also,
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Stalin was a great anti-Semite who had determined to kill two million
Jews in Russia. He died on Purim day in 1953, just two weeks before
his plan was to take effect. We all know about the infamous Doctor’s
Plot, but it was also this Stalin who saved Israel by ordering that all the
captured German arms which were stored in Czechoslovakia should
be flown to Israel. It is also true that Ben Gurion wanted to expel all the
Arabs from northern Samaria, but he was voted down by his cabinet.
Perhaps if he had been listened to, things would be better today. After
all, it was war time and these Arabs were threatening the Jewish hold
on the Galilee. There was no Deir Yassin massacre as the Arabs have
proclaimed. Yes, there were 120 Arabs killed in battle. Deir Yassin
was garrisoned by Iraqi troops. Therc were no woman and children
indiscriminately killed. True, there were some killed in battle, but Deir
Yassin was a fortress. Unfortunately. the Haganah, for its own purposes,
wanted to besmirch the Irgun. Thercfore, they let this rumor spread. it
was not until 1952 that the Israeli army, itself, said no massacre
happened at Deir Yassin.

Israel 1s not perfect. No human institution can be perfect. Mistakes are
made. The question is, are these mistakes encouraged and sanctioned
by the government? Israel is always compared to perfection, and Jews,
of course, are a very critical people. No other nation’s legitimacy or
right to exist is questioned because of problems or moral lapses which
have occurred in the course of its history. After all, the United States
Army massacred Indians at Wounded Knce, but nobody says the United
States should cease to exist because of it. It was not U.S. policy to
massacre Indians, and it is not the Tsraeli policy to massacre Arabs.
The reverse cannot be said to be true. If Israel had lost the war, every
Jew would have been killed. T have no doubt about it. Today, also, if
the Arabs thought they could get away with it, they would throw every
Jew into the sea. How many Jews arc allowed to live in Arab countries?
Are there any Jews in Arab governments? There are plenty of Arabs
who hold political positions in Israel. The tragedy is, of course, that
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many Jews, themselves, speak disparagingly of Israel, It is hard to be
different. It is hard to accept the world's criticism. After all. the world
really does not want [srael to exist. In the Christian world, most people
feel the Jews fultilled their mission 2000 years ago and should not
exist today. and in the Mosiem world the Jews fulfilied their mission
1400 years ago when Mohammed came. True, there are some Christian
fundamentalists who believe that Jesus cannot come back a second
time until all the Jews go back to Israel, and they are now our best
friends. [ believe we should accept their friendship now, but for most
Christians and Moslems, the Jewish State is at best a nuisance which
can only be sanctioned if it is perfect. There will always be problems,
and those Jews who question Isracl and subject it to devastating
criticism, like the woman giving birth, the pangs of birth affect her
greatly. Unfortunately, the newspapers and television and radio reflect
this terrible eriticism. There was even an article about how our Hebrew
Academy celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of Israel. There was a
beautiful picture in the newspapcr. but alter reading the article, you
would think that the whole celcbration was devoted to bringing down
the Netanyahu government. Why did that reporter have to bring that
in?

" The reason the rabbis called this Toruh portion Metzorah and not “this
will be” is because the rabbis of our modern times say that there are
going to be slanderers of the Jewish people, slandercrs within and
without. It was not that this will be: it already is. These slanderers are
the product of the difficulty of the birth of the statc. We know that soon
these detractors will change their minds, just as a woman does after
childbirth. She forgets about all the curses which she had shouted during
childbirth, but it is strange how we Jews can feel more for our enemies
than we can feel for our own. It is true that the Arabs have suffered, but
it was not our doing. It is true we should try to help them. but not at the
risk of committing suicide.
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I am reminded of the story they tell about a man whose parents gave
him the name Odd. All throughout school, he was teased mercilessly.
Everybody said, “How Odd.” He became a successful attorney, but
was still teased about his name. Finally, on his deathbed he instructed
everyone that when they erected his tombstone he wanted his name
left off. He just wanted them to put born such and such a date and
beloved husband and father. His instructions were followed. Now every
time anybody goes to the cemetery and looks at his tombstone, they
say, “How odd. That’s odd.” It is strange that so many of our own
people criticize Israel so greatly. Let us all hope and pray, though, that
after Israel enjoys peace and security that all these criticisms will
diminish so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.




ACHAREI MOS

Spirituality, Failure, and Attaching Ourselves to Others

oday, we rcad two Torah portions, Acharei Mos and Kedoshim.

The rabbis have always seen fit to combine these two Torah

portions when ‘Torah portions have to be combined during the
vear. They never combine Acharel Mos with the preceding Torah
portion. Shmini, and they never combine Kedoshim with the succeeding
Torah portion, Emor. The question could be asked, *“Why 1s it that the
rabbis have seen fit to combine these two Torah portions?”

Also, if we look at this Torah portion carefully, we will see that it starts
out with the words, “And G-d spoke to Moshe after the death of the
two sons of Aaron when they grew near before G-d and they died.”
Why is it that this Torah portion. which primarily speaks about Yom
Kippur, begins by telling us about the deaths of the two sons of Aaron,
and why does it say “when they grew near before G-d and they died”?
In the previous Torah portion, Shmini, we learned that they dicd because
they brought strange fire to (G-d. Why does it say herc that they died
because they grew near belfore (3-d?

Also, when we learn about the rituals that took place on Yom Kippur,
we also learn that the Kohen Godol was supposed to forgive the Holy,
which means the Sanctuary itself, ~“from the ritual uncleaniiness of the
sons of Israel and from their sins, according 1o all their sins, and so we
should do to the Tabernacle that dwells with them in the midst of their
uncleanliness.™ In other words. the rabbis explain that G-d dwells with
us in the midst oi our uncleanliness. What does this actually mean?

I think it we look at this Torah portion and 11 we look at the succeeding
Torah portion, we will see that they both answer a similar question.
What is the question that they answer? The question that they answer
is, how it is that we can altain spirituality? We all know that all of us
need spirituality. We all bave to know that our life transcends our
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individual physical existence. We have to believe that there is meaning
in life and that all of the suffering in life is for a purposc, that there is
an underlying spiritual purpose for this world. Therefore. we want to
learn how 1t is that we can cleave to this spiritual purposc. This is what
these two Torah portions are primarily speaking about. That is why
they start out with this phrase, “And G-d spoke to Moshe after the
death of the two sons of Aaron when they grew near before G-d and
they died.” Spirituality means being able to grow close to G-d, to grow
close to the idea that your life is full of meaning. that you are fulfilling
some purpose, that you are part of a greater whole. Unfortunately, the
two elder sons of Aaron misjudged what is required for spirituality.
These two Torah portions teach us what we need to become spiritual
human beings. Nadab and Avihu, the two sons of Aaron, thought that
vou could become spiritual by just concentrating only on getting close
to GG-d, but G-d tells us that that is not so, that the way that we get close
10 G-d is by first getting close to man.

Nadab and Avihu, the rabbis say, sinned in several respects. First of all,
they did not want to get married because they just wanted to get into
themselves. They thought that if they got married it would hinder them.
They did not want to have to be responsible for any other human beings.
They did not want to get close to man because they thought to do so
would hinder them from getting close to (G-d, but the rabbis say that it
is the exact opposite. If you want to get close 1o G-d, you first have to
get close to man. Second, they thought that they could induce a spiritual
experience through drugs and drink, that they could somehow have a
mind-expanding experience that would bring them spirituality, and this,
of course, is not what Judaism believes at all. Third, they believed that
they could only achieve spirituality if they threw off all authority. In
fact, they were talking one to the other saying, when will these old
people die, referring to their father, Aaron, and their uncle, Moshe, so
that they could do what they necded to do in order to attain this great
spiritual state. Judaism teaches us that the only way that you can achieve
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the spiritual is by going through the physical, that the only way you can
achieve the spiritual is by first attaching yourself to other human beings,
by getting close to them. That was. of course, the great chidish. the
great new thing that Abraham discovered. Abraham did not discover
monotheism. After all, according to our tradition there was the yeshiva
of Shaim and Aver that was teaching about the one  G-d. There was
Malkectzedek Eesh Sholim who was also teaching about the one G-d.
What Abraham taught and what he gave to the world was the idea that
you could not approach (G-d. you could not get close to G-d, unless you
were first moral. That is why Abraham 1s known as a person of gemilas
chasodim, a person of kind decds, of good deeds. Only because he
attached himself to man was he able to get close to G-d. Of course,
many people feel that they cannot do anything in this world because if
they do anything in this world, they will forfeit any kind of happiness
or spirituality. Judaism says that 1s not so at all, These people are under
the false notion that to be loved, they must be perfect. That is not true
at all. We say that in order to attain happiness, you have to have
spirituality. You have to know that you are important. You have to
know that you are fulfilling G-d’s purpose. You have to know that there
is meaning in life.

There are actually threc strands in order to attain happiness. The first
onc is to attain self-set goals. That is what people in America belicve,
but the problem with this idea is that you can only feel happy for a very
short period of time. After you climb a mountain, you feel you have to
climb another mountain, an even bigger mountain to get the same bang,
the same feeling. Unfortunately, this becomes self-defeating because
there are only so many mountains that you actually can climb, and you
are going to be defeated in life, too. You are not going to be able to
achieve all your self-sct goals. What then? Then will you have to wallow
in despair all your life?

Second, to achieve happiness in life we have to know that we are
accepted for ourselves, that no matter whether we achieve or not we
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are still unconditionally loved. That is, of course, the love that a parent
has for his child, although we know parents do not have this feeling for
other people’s children. They expect them to be perfect.

Third, we know that we can bring happiness to others. We know that
we can help them achieve their goals and bring joy to them by accepting
them. That is what the three strands of happiness are all about, and that
is the way we achieve Jewish spirituality. Of course, we all know that
we are going to fail but that does not mean that we should not try!
That’s why we have the sentence in this Torah portion that G-d dwells
among our uncleanliness. We all know that we are not perfect. Judaism
does not demand that we be perfect in order to deserve G-d’s love. All
we have to do is try to do the right thing. Yes, we are going to fail. Yes,
we are not going to achieve all our goals, but G-d loves us
unconditionally, just like our parents love us unconditionally, at least
in the typical Jewish family the parents love their children
unconditionally. This did not mean that they always respected them.
You are only going to be respected if you work for goals, if you try to
achieve your potential, and none of us should ever be afraid to try to
achieve our potential. We all know about children in school who on
purpose do not study because then they have an alibi. They say, “Oh, if
I would have studied I would have gotten an A on the test. 1 would
have passed the course.” They are not sure that they would have passed
the course but they do not want to take a chance because if they are not
perfect, they do not deserve their parents’ love or G-d’s love or anybody
else’s love and they do not want to take a chance. You have many
people who set themselves up for failure because they do not want to
take a chance of not being able to succeed and if they do not succeed
then they are not perfect and if they are not perfect, then they are not
deserving of anybody’s love. This is the antithesis of Judaism. G-d
says, “I love you. Therefore, I have given you the Torah. I accept you.
Yes, the Torah has many challenges in it and you may not be able to
fulfll] them ali, but I will still always love you as long as you are trying.
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There is no condition to My love.” In other words, the rabbis say that a
person can be for G-d and against G-d but he cannot be without G-d,
that if a person does not even want to try, then that person is going to
wallow into such despair that he is never going to be able to get out
of it.

We all know that we can bring joy and happiness to others. We can
bring a smile to a baby’s lips. We can bring laughter to another person’s
mouth. We can bring many good aspects out of another person if we
will but try. G-d does not demand that we be perfect; He only demands
that we try to be perfeet, but there is a big difference between being
perfect and trying to be perfect. We should try to achieve our goals, but
we are going to fail, and G-d is going to love us anyway. We should
just getup and try again. We know that many times we are going to try
to bring joy to others and our efforts are going to be misplaced and we
are not going to bring joy to them, so we will try again. That’s what
Judaism is about. Judaism is about teaching us that each of us does not
have to be perfect but each of us has to get up and try again. That is
actually the whole concept of teshuva, too, which means that you can
try again. (G-d is always going to love you, and when you are wallowing
in the depths of despair because of a failure, pick yourself up and do it
again. That. of course, is what Judaism has always taught and that is
why we, as a people, have existed for so long, because if we have made
mistakes or if we have run into dead ends, we try something else. In
fact, if you study the Talmud you will know that there is no rabbi who
is right all the time. The Halacha never decides like one rabbi all the
time, [t does not make any difference. You analyze the problem the
best you can. You may not always be right, but so what? G-d is always
with you, even in your failure. G-d is with you and G-d is going to help
pull you up. Yes, we should try to be all that we can be but we know
that we cannot always be everything. We should try to be all we can be,
but we should not let failurc deter us. That is another reason for Jewish
achicvement in the world. We have never been afraid of failure. We
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know that our parents will still love us and that G-d will stil] love us as
long as we are trying. G-d will love us even when we do not try, but if
we do not try we will not be able to take advantage of G-d’s love. We
will not realize that He is loving us.

This is also the theme of the Torah portion, Kedoshim. It says, you
want to achieve a spiritual life? Then attach yourself to man. Achieve
wonderful self-set goals in this world. Also realize you can bring joy
and love to other people, and realize, too, that you cannot sacrifice
other people in order to achieve your goals. You cannot act immorally
to achieve your goals because even if you achieve your goals, they will
be empty. They will not have any value whatsoever.

That is why, too, the Torah portion Kedoshim starts out with this seeming
redundancy. We know the Torah uses language very sparingly. It says,
“Speak to all the congregation of the sons of Israel and you shall say to
them, “You shall be holy because holy am I the Lord your G-d. A man
should fear his father and his mother and My shabboses you shall
observe. | am the Lord your G-d”.” Then it says, “You shall not turn'to
1dols, to molten gods vou should not make. I am the Lord your G-d.”
Why did it have to say [ am the Lord your G-d three times? It could
have said it just once, but G-d is telling us something very important
here. He is giving us different [evels that pcople can achieve. The first
level is, you shall be holy, and, notice when it says, " You shall be holy,”
it is both a command and also a statement of fact. You will be holy
because you have to be holy. We cannot live meaningless lives. We
cannot live selfish lives because selfishness is not very fulfilling. If
selfishness were very fulfilling, then we would have a lot of happiness
in the world, but people who are selfish are not really very happy because
they know that they have to live for more than themselves. You will be
holy because you have to be holy. It is not just a command; it is a
statement of fact. There are certain people who in all their actions know
that they arc doing good things, that they are getting closer to man,
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which brings them closer to G-d. That is why it savs | am the Lord your
(3-d. But what happens if you can’t reach that level but all you do is
honor your parents and keep the Sabbath”? Then G-d sayvs [am also still
vour G-d. Yes, you have not reached the higher level of holiness. Maybe
not all your dealings are on the level that they should be. but T am suill
vour G-d. Then G-d says. “Even if all you don’t do is just not worship
idels. 1 am still your G-d.” As long as yvou do not [ool vourself, I'm
with you, God says. but when you (ool yourselt you push G-d away. He
is still there wailting for vou to turn to Him bul you push Him away. He
is still with you even in your uncleanliness but e would not be vour
G-d because you do not want thim to be your G-d. There are many
different levels. G-d is always with us even if the only thing we ry to
do 1s to be intellectually honest. G-d 15 with us and will allow us 10
grow spiritually, if we attach ourselves to others. Attaching ourselves
10 only ourselves, trying to get into ourselves just leads (o the same sin
that the two elder sons of Aaron committed. All we do then is become
alienatcd. The paradox is that the morc we get into ourselves, the more
alienated we become while the more we attach ourselves 1o others the
more spiritual we become. That is what Judaism is teaching us. You
want 1o get close to G-d? Then you must get close to man. Don’t worry
about failure. Just try 1o do your best. G-d will be with vou whether
you fail or not. As long as vou want Him to be there and as long as you
pick vourself up and try again, you will feel G-d’s presence. I am the
Lord your G-d. That is what it says in the Torah portion Kedoshim.

I am reminded of the stery they tell about a daughter who hardly kept
in contact with her mother at all. Her mother called her once after she
had not called her for over a yvear complaining bitterly, She said,
“Daughter, how come you never call me?” The daughter said. “Oh, of
coursc I call you but you are never home when I call. Why don’t you
get an answering machine?” The mother said, “Okay. I'll get an
answering machine.” Three maonths later the daughter decided to call.
She got the answering machine which said. “If you are trying to sell me
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something, push one; if you are a charitable organization, push two; if
vou are a member of my mah jong club, push three; if you are my
daughter, push 911 because I am sure that when I hear your voice I am
going 1o have a heart attack.” Unfortunately, there are many people
who do not realize that in order to achieve spirituality in life we must
attach ourselves to others. If we attach ourselves to others and if we
will realize that we do not have to be perfect, that all we have to do 1s
ry to be perfect, then we will achieve great spirituality. Let us hope
that we will all realize this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our

day. Amen.




KEDOSHIM

Abuse, Dignity, Control, and Opinions

hy 1s it that people become abusive? What is in people that

drives them to be abustve? We all have met abusive people.

Sometimes very successtul people arc abusive, It s true that
exploding in anger in a given situation does not necessarily imply abuse.
Many times, hard-driving. achievement-oriented people have tempers,
Perhaps the very fact that they are so hard-driving and goal-oriented
makes them have very little paticnee with mediocrity: if an cmployee
or colleague tatls o do what he or she promised to do. angry words
result, This, too. is regrettable and should not happen. but it is not
neeessartly indicative of an abusive personality.

The main underlying psychotogical condition, according to the rabbis,
which causces people to become abusive s (hat they nust have total
control. They are controlling personalities who cannot—at any time—-
treal others with dignity, They must control every aspect of every human
being with whom they come in contact. This 1s especially evident in
marriage when a man retuses to allow his wife to sign on the checking
account. or have her own checking account. or make her own friends,
ete. [fa man wants to totally isolate his wife from her family and friends,
wateh out. That is a warming sign that an abusive relattonship is in the
works. Sometimes. oo, it iy the wife who is abusive. She cuts off her
spouse from his family and friends and demands total control. In this
abusive type of relationship. a spouse 1s not allowed to have any opinions
whatsoever. If a wife has differing opinions [rom her husband. she 1s
conceived as a traitor. The hushand can silence his wife’s opinions by
claiming she is being disloyval. On the other hand this husband can
bring forth all sorts of castipating criticisims and stinging rebukes against
his wite by claiming that he has o right to state his opinion. However, it
she should dare o state her opinion. she is aecused of being disloyal
and abusive. when. iy laet. it is the other way around.
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Any type of relationship must be based on the idea that the other party
has dignity. The other party has a right to express his or her opinion.
The other party has a right to grow, to hold ajob if he or she wishes, to
participate in controlling the finances by either having an allowance or
a budget. If you really love a person, it is not enough just to make sure
that you have taken care of their physical needs; you have to take care
of their spiritual needs first. Many times people get trapped in a
relationship because their physical needs are being taken care of. They
think that somehow they will be able to change their spouse; then he or
she will start to take care of their spiritual needs by treating them with
dignity. It 1s not true that if you love somebody you will never criticize
them. As we learn in Avos De Rebbe Noson: “A person should acquire
a friend with whom he will eat and drink with, study with, live in close
quarters with, tell all their secrets to, and, when he will make a mistake,
his friend will correct him.” A good friend is one who saves you from
yourself.

In marriage, especially, each spouse should tell the other the truth with
love, not to harm or to make a debater’s point, but so the other spouse
should not make a mistake or continue in a mistake. Of course, each
spouse can only tell the truth from his or her vantage point. It may be
that the spousc is mistaken or his criticism is not really valid, but one is
duty bound to tell the truth as one sees it. You must always do itin a
nice and kindly way and not in a vicious way. After all, as Blake said,
“The truth told with bad intent beats all the lies that you can invent,” If
what you have said turns out to be wrong, you should say you are sorry.
A book published in the 1950°s by Eric Segal, Love Story, postulated a
theory which is one hundred percent opposite to what Judaism believes.
Its underlying theory was that if you love somebody, you never have to
say you are sorry. This is one of the biggest lies that was ever told. If
you truly love someone, you should immediately say you are sorry. We
all make mistakes, and if you cannot say you are sorry, it means that
vou do not have a true relationship with your spouse or with anyone
clse.
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Abuse comes when we try to control everything about our children. or
our spouse, or our friends. True, children nced a lot of direction, but
we have to be very careful not to abuse them by demanding contradictory
things, by asking them to do things which go against their character.
An introverted child cannot be made to be extroverted, no matter what
the punishment. A child who was not born with a high IQ cannot be
expected to understand physics. A child who has certain physical
deformities cannot be a star athlete. Parents can pick on children for no
reason and destroy them completely. Many school-marmish teachers
have naturally controlling personalities, and that is fine in the classroom
for small children if they do not try to force the children under their
care to be what they cannot possibly be, and as long as the rules are
enforced uniformly and fairly. Children love order and security, but
children have to be allowed to grow. The best teachers bring out the
best in children. They do not create little robots. Classroom abuse can
produce social robots in which all creativity has been squashed, but it
cannot produce a creative, dynamic child. Many of our problems with
teenagers today stem directly from the fact that they have not been
treated with dignity at home or at school. They have not developed
pride in who they are and what they are. They have not been given self-
esteem, so they look for it in gangs and anti-social behavior.

Judaism teaches us that we are to rule over the world and conquer it,
that we are to be goal-oriented and that to be goal-oriented, we have to
develop communities that contain families that stress mutual
responsibilities, but these communities and families should never
destroy individual dignity. We fought against ancient and modern
tyrannies because they destroyed the dignity of the individual. We also
fought against tyrannical families and created families in which every
member of the family had dignity.

In the Torah portion Kedoshim, we learn many of these things. [t says,
A man should revere his mother and his father.” The rabbis ask, why
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is the mother put first while in the Ten Commandments it says, “You
should honor your father and mother,” and the father is put first? As
Rashi explains, usually the child reveres or fears his father more than
his mother. and he usually honors his mother more than his father. This
verse 1§ to teach us that we must revere our mother as much as our
father. and honor our father as much as our mother. They are equal. In
a Jewish home, the father does not rule like a tyrant. If he does, this is
not a Jewish home,

We also learn that, “You should not hate your brother in your heart;
vou shall surely reprove your fellow.” In other words, unless you have
an ongoing, honest relationship with your friends where you can speak
yvour mind. you are going to end up hating them. The Baal Shem Tov
taught us that just as when we do something wrong we do not hate
ourselves for i1, so. too, it should be with our friends and neighbors.
When they do something wrong, we should not hate them for it. We
should tell them about it. We should also be willing to listen. We should
never bear a grudge, and we should love our neighbor as ourselves.
What does it mean “vou should love your neighbor as yourselt™? It
means that just as you continue to love vourself after you have done
wrong. you should still love your neighbor after he has done wrong.
Rav Cook once said, “Hate is the product of too much self-love.”

Why do people try to control others? Because they love themselves too
much. They feel that only their goals and thoughts and experiences are
worthwhile. Everybody else must be subordinate 10 them because only
they can think the best things, do the best things, and feel the most
ecmotions. Therefore, if anybody tries to stop them from fulfilling their
destres, they have to be put down. Unfortunately, many times this anger
is directed against the person who loves them most. You should love
your neighbor as yourself can also mean, remember, just as you love
yourself so much that you feel that it is important that you fulfill your
dreams, you should love other peopie so much that you think that it is
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important for them to tulfill their dreams, especially your spouse and
children. You have to treat them with dignity. Their dreams, thoughts,
and feelings and cxpericnces are worthwhile,

Judaism has always taught us that although achieving goals is important,
relationships are more important. We must never destroy our
relationships in order to achicve our goals because if we do, our goals
and achievements will end up hollow. They will leave us empty. We do
not have to control others Lo achieve our goals or to be happy. In fact,
the exact opposite is truc,

Soon we will observe Lag 3" Omer. One of the reasons the rabbis teach
us that the 24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva died during the Bar Kochba
rebellion against Rome was because they failed to treat cach other with
respect. They allowed their desire o achieve their Torah goals to
outweigh their concern for the dignity of their fellow students. Failure
to respect the dignity of their fellow students caused all these disciples
to perish. according to our radition.

If we will treat everyone with dignity, we will be able to achieve our
goals cven more quickly and better than we thought possible. They
will {ill our mouths with joy and our familics with happiness. et us all
hope and pray that we will all take these lessons from our tradition
seriously. so that there will be ne abuse in any of our refationships and
50 that we will truly be able 1o live holy. happy. and selt-fulfiliing lives.
Amen,







EMOR

A Light Unto the Nations, Inner Freedom, and Night

¢ all know that, as Isaiah said in Chapter 42, Verse 6, “G-d

has taken hold of us. the Jewish people and given us a

covenant to mankind to be a light unto the nations.” The
Jewish people are supposcd to serve as a role model for the world. We
are supposed to make surc that G-d’s spiritual light is spread throughout
the whole world. The ideals and ideas of Judaism are to become the
ideals of all mankind. We are supposcd o spread these ideals by being
active role models in the world. The Rambam and the Ramban have
stated how G-d is using us. the Jewish people, to bring the world closer
to tis ideals by periodically having different religions and ideologies
spring out of Judaism which would then be accepted by greater and
greater portions of mankind. That is how these rabbis explain why
Christianity, Islam. and certain other philosophies and religions were
born and spread. They are all based upon Judaism, and although they
have altered certain Jewish beliefs and practices, they have brought the
peoples of the world closer to the ideals that G-d wants us all to practice.

In our own day, we saw how socialism and communism, although
{lawed, came out of Judaism’s concern for social ethics. Isaiah is even
quoted on the wall of the United Nations, “They shall beat their swords
into plowshares...” It is also true that we Jews wherever we have lived
have always tried to influence the socicties in which we have lived to
observe the seven commandments of Noah. Every human being is bound
by the seven commandments of Noah. We do not believe that everyone
has to be a Jew in order to attain the world to come, but we do believe
that everyone has to observe the seven commandments of Noah. We
believe that we must teach by example. We have always been open to
converts, but we have never sought them. The prime Jewish symbol
has always been the menorah because just as a menorah dispels darkness
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without doing violence, so should we. The rabbis all knew that the
Jewish people could only be a role model tor the world if they,
themseives, felt that Jewish beliefs were correct: if they, themselves,
knew that no matter how much they were hounded and persecuted,
Judaism was worth suffering for becausc it had a great message to
teach the world.

In the Torah portion Emor, we learn about all the Jewish holidays.
Always when the Jewish holidays are listed, the holiday of Pesach is
listed first right after Shabbos. Every time we make kiddush we
remember the exodus from Egypt. Every time we say the full three
paragraphs of the Shema we remember the exodus from Egypt. The
exodus from Egypt is the focal point of Judaism because it determines
whether the Jewish people will be able to fulfill its role in the world.
The rabbis tell us that since the time of the exodus, we Jews have
always been free, no matter what the outer circumstances. There is an
argument between Shmuel and Rav as to what we are really celebrating
on Pesach. Shmuel says that we are celebrating our freedom from
physical slavery, while Rav says that we are celebrating our freedom
from gpiritual slavery. After Egypt, we Jews no longer believed that we
deserved to be slaves The problem with slavery is that after a while,
the slaves believe that they should be slaves. After Egypt we Jews
never believed that we should ever again be slaves. No matter how we
were persecuted, we always knew that we deserved to be free and are
more than a match for our oppressors. It is true in those periods of
Jewish history where Jews felt culturally inferior—cven if they were
politically free—they felt enslaved. But paradoxically, when these other
cultures would begin to persecute us, this would show to all Jews that
these other cultures were not culturally superior. We even had a seder
in Auschwitz with potato peels dipped in water serving as wine, with
flour smuggled from the glue factory serving as matzahs, and with
potatoes serving as the bitter herbs.
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One of the reasons why we eat matzahs on Pesach is to teach us that no
matter what the outer circumstances, we are still free. The matzah was
not only the bread of slavery but it was also the bread of freedom. The
Jewish people took the matzah with them when they left Egypt. Their
diet did not improve when they left Egypt. They left in such haste that
they did not have time for their bread to rise, but although their diet did
not improve. they were free. They knew that ne matter what the outer
conditions. they would always be free inside. The exodus from Lgypt
taught every Jew that G-d wants us (o be free so we can help Him
redeem the world. The problem is, how can we help G-d redeem the
world?

Near the beginning of the [laggadah. we read about five rabbis, Rabbi
Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi IFlozer Ben Azaria, Rabbi Akiva, and
Rabbi Tarfon, who were sitting around the seder table in Bnai Brak ali
that night telling about the exodus from Egypt until their students came
and said to them, “Rabbis, the time for saying the morning Shema has
arrived.” The question can be asked, what were these rabbis doing?
Why were they at Rabbi Akiva’s home in Bnai Brak and not home
with their own {amilies on Pesach, or at least why weren't they at their
own yeshivas surrounded by their own students? Why had they all
congregated together to talk about the exodus from Egypt?

Some rabbis explain that they had come together to plan the Bar Kochba
revolt against Rome. Others say that these people bad come together to
study with Rabbi Akiva becausc Rabbi Akiva always saw the bright
side of every situation. When they had all gone to see the ruins of the
Temple and saw how weasels and other animals were going in and out
among the Temple ruins, they all cried, but Rabbi Akiva laughed. They
asked Rabbi Akiva why he had laughed and he said, “If the prophecy
has been fulfilled about the Temple’s destruction, surely the prophecy
will be fulfilled about the Temple’s being rebuilt.” '
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To my mind, though, if we look at this passage carefuily, we can see
that perhaps there is another answer All these rabbis were either
Kohanim, Leviim, or descended from converts. In Egvpt. the Tribe of
Levi, from whom the Kohanim and Leviim came. werc not enslaved,
They were the only tribe to maintain their Jewishness in full. They did
not succumb to Pharaoh’s trick when he initially enslaved the Jewish
people. He had, according to the Medrash. either offered to pay or
appealed to the patriotic sensibilities of the Jewish people and told
them that Egypt needed bricks and that they along with other Egyptians
should volunteer one day of theit time to make bricks. The Jews wanted
to show their patriotism and made a huge guantity of bricks. Pharach
then told them at the end of the day. I see how many bricks you can
make so now you will be forced to make this quantity of bricks every
day.” The Tribe of Levi did not participate sensing that Pharaoh had
intended to trick them. The Tribe of Levi was always free inside even
though they suffered persecution, too. They never believed, as some of
the other tribes did, that they deserved slavery. Rabbi Akiva, who
according to the Talmud was a son of converts, always felt free, His
concern and the conecern of the rabbis around him was not how to
preserve Judaism so that the Jewish people should not stop believing
in it, but how to fulfill God’s command to be a role model for the
nations.

After all, if the Jewish peopte did not have independence, how could
they serve as a role model for the other nations? Tt was important for
the Jewish people and the world that the Jewish people have an
independent state and not be subject to all these Roman restrictions in
‘'order to fulfill G-d’s plan. In the Haggadah, we can see how this debate
raged. Elozar Ben Azaria said, “1 did not understand what it meant
when it said, ‘ You shall speak about the exodus from Egypt at night’
until Ben Zoma explained it by quoting the sentence, ‘You should
remember the day of your going out from Egypt all the days of your
life’.” The days of vour life means the days; all the days of your life
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means the nights. Ben Zoma was counseling caution. He was telling
the other rabbis, “Listen, now is not the time to try to be concerned
about being a role model for the nations, Now is a time for just
concentrating on preserving the Jewish people spiritually, especially
under these very trying circumstances of Roman rule. We are living
under the conditions of night. Under these conditions we have to bide
our time. Eventually, we will be able to be more of a role model for the
nations, but now we must exercise caution. It is not the time to say the
Shacharis of the morning.” The rabbis, on the other hand, said that the
days of your life mean this world, and all the days of your life mean to
bring the Mashiach. In other words, the rabbis say that 1t is our
responsibility to bring the days of the Mashiach. We have to help bring
redemption to this world. We should not sit and wait. We know that
Ben Zoma was not listened to and the revolt did break out,
Unfortunately, it was crushed and, according to the Roman historians,
600,000 Jews lost their lives. Our people fought very bravely and
inflicted heavy losses on the Romans even in defeat. The Roman losses
were so great that when Hadrian reported to the Roman Senate, 1t was
the only time in history that the Roman emperor did not say. “All 1s
well with the Roman army.” All of Tngland could be pacified with half
a legion. but it took more than thirteen legions to put down Bar Kochba's
revolt and many of these legions were wiped out completely. The rabbis
tell us that onc of the reasons why the Jewish people lost 1s because the
24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva did not treat cach other with respect.
They were always trying to humiliate each other. Perhaps this defeat
was to teach us that we had to work more on ourselves before we could
be the active role model the Torah wants us to be. Rabbi Akiva knew
that the Jewish people had to be a role model for the world. He was not
afraid the Jewish people would lose their inner freedom but he wanted
them to have outer freedom so that they could more readily serve as a

role model for the world.

Tni our dav, too. there are many people who say that Isracl should stop
concentrating on defending itsclt and instead should turn itsclf into a
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important that we concentrate on maintaining our inner freedom by
knowing that we have a wonderful message yet to give the world. We
may have to, as Ben Zoma cautioned, wait a little while until we become
the flourishing spiritual center that we know Israel should be. Let us
not make any hasty moves. We will yet be the role model we should be
and we will yet help G-d bring redemption to the world, but we must
be careful because it is still night. With G-d’s help day will come soon.







BEHAR

Freedom, Problems, Pesach, and Shavuos

solvable. True, we should try to solve our problems and work

at them one by one, but not all problems are solvable. For
example, men and women will continue to look at life differently
because they are, by nature, different. This has been accentuated by the
widely popular book, Men are from Mars , Women are from Venus. There
are afways going to be problems in marriage. There are always going
10 be problems with children and between siblings. There will always
be community problems. There will always be the problems of sickness
and pain and death, but so what? We can live with problems if they do
not become too severe.

O ne of the fallacies of the modern world is that all problems are

In fact, the solution to every problem brings in its wake another problem.
The problem of having too much food is a much better problem than
not having enough food. We will die from starvation in 30 days, but it
takes a lot of years for the cholesterol to build up in our system from
rich foods to kill us. As medical researchers keep making new
discoveries, we leamn that low cholesterol is as bad for you as high
cholesterol. Low cholesterol will make you overly aggressive; you will
die early from suicide or murder. The world has not been redeemed
vet. There will always be imperfections in it. However, not all problems
are the same. Even if we find a solution that is not perfect but is better
than the situation we are in, we should implement it. Unfortunately,
today people are looking for perfection. If they cannot find perfection,
they become very unhappy. They expect perfection in everything,
especially their relationships, but since people are not perfect, this is
an impossible expectation. So often today when people perceive a harsh
reality in which problems exist, they seek escape in drugs or alcohol or
they become workaholics. They flee their problems. They do not try to
learn how to live with them.
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So many marriages today break up mainly because the couple does not
realize that there are always going to be problems, no matter who they
marry. The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence, so
many try with somebody else. Of course, there are severe problems,
like violence which demand a divorce, but generally, people today are
not willing to put up with any problems. Nothing is ever perfect, but
today the greatest destroyer of human relationships can be summed up
in one phrase: “The enemy of the better is the best.” Instead of working
on problems and making things better, the couple decides, because
things are not perfect, to end the relationship. Judaism believes we all
have the potential to work on our all but the most severe problems and
make them livable.

That's why Judaism hates slavery so much, because a slave cannot
work on his problems. A slave cannot make enduring relationships. A
slave cannot seek to improve his situation by following the truth
wherever it will take him. In the Torah portion Behar, we learn that all
slaves had to be set free, “And you should sanctify the fiftieth year, and
you shall proclaim freedom throughout the land for all its inhabitants.”
Man has to be free so he can serve G-d and work on solving his
problems. It is interesting to note that the word dror is used here. The
word dror connotes being free like a bird. It is not the normal word for
freedom. The normal word for freedom is cherut. This word connotes
not only freedom but engraving because the Ten Commandments were
engraved on stone, and for a slave, or any of us for that matter, to deal
with the world, we need to assume responsibility.

That’s why we celebrate Pesach the way we do. Even when the children
recite the Ma Nishtanah, they do not do it in the order of what occurs
during the seder. After all, the first thing we do is actually lean, not eat
matzah. The second thing we do is dip greens in salt water. We do not
eat maror. Why is the Ma Nishtanah in this particular order? Of course,
we could always say that it is because the Haggadah goes from slavery
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to freedom. Leaning and dipping denote freedom, and matzah and maror
denote slavery, but matzah and maror connote freedom as well. After
all, that is what Rabbi Gamlie] states in the Haggadah, itself, when he
says that the reason we eat matzah is because the Jewish people did not
have enough time for their bread to rise when they left Egypt; the bitter
herbs he connects with work and not with the killing of the children
and the separation of husband and wife.

The reason we say the Ma Nishtanah in this order is to teach us that
even after we have freedom, we are going to have problems. We have
to learn how to work on them and solve them, and that even after we
have solved the immediate problems, other problems will come in their
wake. That’s why 1 believe right before we say the Ma Nishtanah, we
break the middle matzah to tell us that in life we are always going to
have problems, always going to have divisions. We save half of the
afikomen to eat at the very end of the meal to teach us that only in the
end of days will all problems be solved. Problems are always going to
be with us, but this does not mean that we should not try to solve them.,
Our solutions will never be perfect, but as long as they are better than
our current situation, we should proceed.

In the Torah portion Behar, we also learn about property returning to
owners, about help for the poor and needy. Freedom will not solve all
the problems, but freedom is essential if we are going to be able to
solve any problems. This is actually emphasized by the way we calculate
the Jubilee Year. Originally, the Jubilee Year came in the fiftieth year
after seven Sabbatical Years. In other words, the forty-ninth year was
the Sabbatical Year, and the fiftieth year was the Jubilee Year. During
the First Temple until approximately 722 B.C.E., the Jubilee Year was
practiced until the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Menashe were
exiled from what is now Transjordan. We know that the Jubilee Year
cannot be practiced unless the overwhelming majority of the Jews live
in the Land of Israel. After the destruction of the northern kingdom,
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the Jubilee Year could no longer be practiced. Since the Sabbatical
Year 1s tied to the Jubilee Year, if there is no Jubilee Year, there should
be no Sabbatical Year either.

During the First Temple period, the fiftieth year was a Jubilee Year,
and the next Sabbatical Year was the fifty-seventh year. Because the
Jewish people did not come back in overwhelming numbers to rebuild
the Second Temple, the Jubilee Year was counted but not kept during
Second Temple times, which meant that the forty-ninth year was the
Sabbatical Year, and then seven years later the fifty-sixth year was a
Sabbatical Year. The rabbis said during the Second Temple period that
the Sabbatical Year was only rabbinical. After the Second Tempie was
destroyed, we do not even count the Jubilee Year at all. Since we know
that, according to the Torah, the Sabbatical Year is tied to the Jubilee
Year, why was it that the rabbis still had us keep the Sabbatical Year
during the Second Temple, since it was impossible then to keep the
Jubilee Year?

The rabbis reasoned that it was best to keep something rather than
nothing, and who knew? Maybe the overwhelming majority of the
people would return to the land of Israel during the Second Temple
times, and then we could keep the Jubilee Year. Of course, after the
destruction of the Second Temple, it became clear that the overwhelming
majority of the people would not return to the land of lIsrael, so even
the counting of the Jubilee Year stopped. It was not counted during the
Second Temple period time like the First Temple period time so as not
to confuse people, and after the Second Temple was destroyed, it was
not counted at all. The Sabbatical Year was and is still counted, though,
The next Sabbatical Year will be from Rosh Hashonna of the year 2000
to Rosh Hashonna of the year 2001.

We are to persevere. We are to try to solve our problems. To do that, we
must be free physically. It is not enough just to say that we are free
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spiritually, because unless we also have the physical freedom to
implement our decisions, we cannot grow spiritually the way we should.

That’s, too, what Shavuot tells us. It tells us that it is easier to get the
slave out of slavery than to get the slavery out of the slave. That’s why
there is so little symbolism connected with Shavuot. On Shavuot, we
received the Torah, and it is our job to make ourselves into a Torah.,
QOur job is to implement the teachings of the Torah and to engrave
them, so to speak, upon our very soul, That is the freedom, the cherut,
which the Torah is talking about. We start out with the freedom of a
bird flitting about, but we will quickly lose our freedom unless we
realize that life, even if we are free, is full of problems. The only way
we can solve our problems is if we are rooted in the morality and
mitzvahs of our Torah. If we are, then we will grow spiritually by
working to solve our problems until eventually the Mashiach will come
and all problems will be solved. Amen.







BECHUKOSAI

Traditions, Problems, and Inner Strength

n the Torah portion Bechukosal, we learn about the blessings that

will come upon the Jewish people, and we also learn about the

curses that will come upon the Jewish people if they do not follow
the laws of the Torah. The blessings and the curses here are in the
plural, and they refer to the Jewish people as a whole. However, we
can also learn from these blessings something about our own personal
life. Unfortunately, there are many people who, when they come upon
any type of a problem. collapse. They are filled with fears. They do not
know how to handle their problems, They do not have the inner strength
necessary to solve their problems.

In the very last blessing, it says, “And I will break the poles of your
yoke and 1 will lead you upright.” This blessing teaches us that we all
potentially have the necessary strength to overcome our problems, that
we can stand up straight and overcome any difficulties that we encounter.
There are many people who are filled with all sorts of fears, Some of
our fears are justified and we have to take adequate steps to allay these
fears, but other tears arc mainly phobias, anxieties. People are afraid
for no particular reason. There is no real reason to be afraid. Some of
these people, of course, sutler from biological problems, hormone
deficiencies, tumors, or some other type of problem which causes them
to be fearful all the time, which causes them to collapse in the face of
any type of adversity. They imagine problems when there arc no
problems there.

The Torah savs, though, that there are also other people who, because
they do not have a faith, a sensc of meaning in their life, cannot solve
their problems. There 1s nothing biologically wrong with them, but
they have no goals. They are not tilled with meaning. and, because of
that, they have no defense against the slightest problem. In fact, there
is a school of psychiatry now led by Victor Franke] called the quest for
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meaning that says that if a person has meaning in their life, that person
can overcome problems; if a person has no meaning in their life, he
cannot deal with any problems whatsoever. It is not, as Freud said, sex,
or as Adler said, power, or as Jung said, primordial symbols which
shape and form us, but it is really our quest for meaning. Do we have
meaning in our life? Do we feel that even when problems come, we
can overcome them because we are working for a goal? We are working
to better this world. We are working to be a true partner with G-d in
creation.

If we look at the blessings in this Torah portion, we will see that the
blessings, themselves, do not seem to be in the correct order. It says,
first, that we are going to have prosperity. Then it says we are going to
have a certain modicum of security, that we will be able to walk in our
streets without fearing we are going to be attacked. Then it says, “And
I will give peace in your land and I will cause the wild animals to cease
from the land.” Then it says afterwards, “And you will pursue your
enemies and they will fall before your sword.” It does not seem to
make much sense. First of all, if we have peace, why are we talking
about war and enemies? Of course, we can give one interpretation that
says. “G-d will give strength to His people. G-d will bless His people.”
First you have to have strength. If we have strength, then we will have
peace, but if our enemies sense weakness, we will have no peace. Eben
Ezra gives another interpretation. He says that peace among the land
means that there will be peace among Jews, that there will be inner
unity, and when there is inner unity, enemies hesitate to attack; on the
other hand, if there is no inner unity, then enemies do attack. There are
others who say that this means that I will give peace in you, in your
body, within yourself. That is what the Torah means when it says
afterwards, “And T will cause the wild animal to cease from the land.”
What does wild animal mean? These wild animals are our own fears,
our own sense of inadequacy, the conflicting drives that beset all of us.
They are our conflicting goals and aspirations which many times
paratyze us and do not allow us to act at all.
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It is intcresting to note that this same word v’heeshpati-—to cease—is
used when we refer to chometz on Pesach. When we refer to chometz
on Pesach, we say, “You should cause the leaven to cease from your
house.” Right now we are in the period between Pesach and Shavuos.
We are counting every single day in order to get to Shavuos. We know
that on Pesach we have to remove the chometz, but it is interesting to
note that on Shavuos, we actually use the chometz. We take two loaves
of bread and wave them over the altar. The rabbis say that there is an
argument based on this sentence about what is going to happen at the
end of days. Rabbi Ychuda says that the wild animals are going to
disappear, referring, of course, to the physical wild animals. Rabbi
Shimon Yechoi says they are going to be tamed. They will not hurt
anyone. The lions and tigers and bears will eat grass. They are going to
exist but they will not hurt anybody anymore. This refers, of course,
also to our own problems.

In the Messianic era, we will be able to handle them easily, They may
still be there. The Yetzer Hora may still be there. The conflicting drives
and aspirations may still be there, the foolish ambitions will still be
there, but we will be able to control them. On Pesach when we first got
freedom, we felt that the only way we could deal with chometz, with
our own conflicting aspirations, with our own problems, with our own
inadequacies, with our own fears, was to suppress them. That may be a
natural first response, but that is not the way the Halacha decides. The
Halacha decides according to Rabbi Shimon Ben Yechoi and not Rabbi
Yehuda. What we are supposed to do is take our impulses and use
them in the correct way. Therefore, we are supposed to grow spiritually
between Pesach and Shavuos so that we can use chometz intelligently
and wisely. We should not be afraid of our problems, Because we have
meaning in life, becausc we have goals in life, because the Torah has
given us mitzvahs, we have the ability to balance all our conflicting
drives and aspirations. If we do that, then we are able to have a good
life.
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That is what the Torah is telling us here. If we will observe the mitzvahs
of Hashem we will have the inner strength necessary to overcome life’s
problems. G-d has never promised us that if we keep the Torah we will
not have any problems. Life is filled with all sorts of problems. We all
know that death comes to everybody, sickness comes to everybody.
You cannot predict things. Sometimes you can open a business and
think that you are doing very well and all of a sudden you go bankrupt.
Most of the big fortunes in America have been made by people who
went bankrupt once or twice first. We all know that sometimes success
seems (o shine on us and then all of a sudden, it is vanked from us.

We cannot predict in life what is going to happen, and G-d has never
promised us there will not be problems, but IHe did promise us that if
we will observe the Torah, we will find inner strength within ourselves
to overcome our problems. That’s why it is important to keep
yiddishkeit. That is why it is important to keep the mitzvahs. They give
us a sense of purpose, of meaning 1n life that gives us the strength to
overcome our problems. This is very, very essential, It is essential that
we learn that when we attach ourselves to our G-d, when we attach
ourselves to our people, when we attach ourselves to meaning in life,
this gives us strength, and this strength allows us to overcome
everything, That is why we need the blessing, “And [ will give you
peace.” This refers to inner peace, this inner strength, and then we all
need to overcome our wild animals, our enemics, both internal and
external. First G-d said, [1e will give us prosperity, but prosperity is
not enough. In America today we have prosperity. We have so many
things, we are the envy of all the world. In fact, the rest of the world
would think that someone who only has a quarter of what the normal
American has, is rich. But many pcople in America feel put upon
because they do not have what they think they should have. We do
have a modicum of security here. This is a pretty secure land. You can
drive all over this country and not be beset by bandits. We know that
there are problems, but many people collapse because they cannot
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handle any problems. They do not have inner strength. They cannot
subdue the wild animal within them, and, therefore, any time they run
across any problem, they collapse. That, of course, is something which
is very, very disheartening because our religion gives us that strength.
They could have it if they would attach themselves to their tradition.

Later on, we learn about the curses and we learn how the people confess
that they have done wrong. How does G-d react? G-d reacts by
continuing to punish them. The rabbis ask why? They answer because
they only confessed but they did not change. We all have to change. If
we will allow meaning to come into our life, if we will attach ourselves
to our tradition, then we will see that we will have the strength to
overcome our problems, and the curses will not come upon us. G-d has
never promised us that if we follow the religion, we will not have
problems. He has only promised us that if we attach ourselves to our
tradition, we will have the strength to overcome our problems. Let us
all hope and pray that all of us will have this strength.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a rabbi who goes up to heaven.
Gabriel looked at him and said, “I am sorry, sir, you cannot enter right
now. I have to review your records.” The rabbi said, “I have been a
pious man all my life giving lectures and sermons.” Gabriel told him
he would have to wait. All of a sudden an Israeli bus driver showed up
and was immediately rushed into heaven. The rabbi was astounded.
He said, “How come you let him in right away but me you have to
check the records?” Gabriel said, “You don’t understand, rabbi. When
you gave a sermon everybody fell asleep. However, the moment that
this Israeli bus driver put his foot on the gas, everybody said the Shema.”
We all nced religion to give us the strength to overcome our problems.
We all need to be attached to our tradition. Let us all hope and pray that
all of us will have this strength so we will be able to solve our problems
so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.






BAMIDBAR

Marriage, Responsibility, Forgiveness, and Being There

hat is 1t that makes for a good marriage? Why is it that so

\ J\ / many marriages are foundering today? We all know that
when couples get married today they are in love. Why doesn’t

this love continue always? The rabbis teach us that a marriage between
a man and a woman is similar to the marriage between the people of

Israel and G-d. From the marriage between G-d and Israel, we can
learn how to make our marriages endure,

We have just completed celebrating the holiday of Shavuos. According
to the rabbis, Shavuos celebrates the marriage of Israel to G-d with the
Torah being the Ketuba. That’s why the number two is stressed on
Shavuos, We have the two tablets of the Ten Commandments, the two
loaves of bread made out of the new wheat crop which were waved on
the altar. Even the special praver, Akdamus, which we recite
immediately before we read the Torah on the first day of Shavuos is a
double acrostic; it goes AA, BB, CC. This is to stress the one-to-one
relationship that Israel has with G-d. The tephillin that we put on is
also a symbol of the marriage of G-d to Israel. The tephillin of the head
stands for the marriage veil. We wrap the strap around our left hand
seven times, signifying the seven marriage blessings. We also take the
strap and make a ring out of it and as we make the ring, we say the
words from Hoshea, “And 1 will marry you forever and 1 will marry
you with righteousness, mercy, and compassion, and I will marry you
with faithfulness.” These verses are found in the Haphtorah that is
almost always read before Shavuos. Most of the time, we read the Torah
portion Bamidbar before Shavuos and only occasionally do we read
the next Torah portion, Naso. The rabbis purposefully have us read
these Torah portions before the holiday of Shavuos. Why should they
have chosen these Torah portions? This seems very strange especially
since the Torah portion Bamidbar is mainly concerned with counting
the Jewish people and the Torah portion Naso, at least in its first chapter,
is also concerned about counting the Jewish people.




192 | TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values

We learn that G-d told Moshe to count the Jewish people three times
within the first 13 months of their exodus from Egypt. He did not tell
Moshe to count the Jewish people again for 38 years until they were
ready to enter the land of [sracl. Rashi explains that the reason G-d had
Moshe count the Jewish people three times in the first 13 months from
the exodus from Egypt was because He loved them so much that He
wanted to continually count them. He, therefore, counted them all the
time. This, of course, is similar to a miser who loves his money so
much that he continually counts it.

The problem with Rashi’s explanation is that G-d did not count them
continually; He counted them only three times. In the Torah portion
Bamidbar when G-d commands Moshe to count the Jewish people He
uses the word s’euh, which is not the normal word for counting. $’euh
comes from the same word as Naso, which is also the name of the next
Torah portion. Naso in Hebrew has many meanings. It can mean to
marry, to carry, to forgive, and to uplift. The rabbis explain that what
G-d was doing in this Torah portion was explaining to the Jewish people
how the Jewish people had to act if they wanted their marriages to
endure. If they would accept three different principles, represented by
these three different countings, their marriages would endure forever,
just as His marriage between the Jewish people and Himself was going
to endure forever. That is what Rashi means wheun he says that G-d was
continually counting us. He was giving us a message which was and is
continual and valid to this very day.

The first time G-d counted the Jewish people was immediately after
we had left Egypt. The Jewish people were filled with love for G-d.
They had scen how He had sent the plagues and saved them from slavery
and destroyed Pharaoh’s army at the Red Sea, and they went lovingly
after Him into the desert into a very inhospitable environment. We all
know that love brings people together to work for attaining mutual
goals, children, etc., but not all love is worthwhile. Some love is nothing
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more thad infatuation. Its roots are just hormonal and it quickiv
evaporates at the first hint ol hardship. Love that is not accompanied
with responsibility is considered by Judaism not only as uscless and
very deceptive but also as very harmful. [n Judaism, it is not love which
sanclifics a marriage but the assumption of responsibility for each spouse
to the other which sanctifies a marriage. If a couple assumes
responsibility for each other in their marriage, then they can have a
happy and good marriage. but love without responsibility can never
sanctify a marriage. [ remember about 10 vears ago a woman came 10
me with what she thought was an overwhelming problem. She said,
*Rabbi, I no longer love my husband and, therefore, [ find it very difficult
to sleep with hun because | fecl that when I sleep with him, 1 am
committing adultery. However. when I sleep with my lover I think that
[ am holy because I love him so much.” I looked at her very astonished.
1 told her that she had things all wrong. Tt 1s not love which sanctifies a
relationship: 1t 1s the assumption of responsibility by one spousc for
the other which sanctifies a relationship. A baby learns to love his
parents because they act totally responsible to him,

When the Jewish people went out into the desert, they cncountered
great difliculties. Many of them wanted to flee these difficulties and
even return to Egypt, but the overwhelming majonity did not want to
and the Jewish people’s relationship with G-d endured. Today, we have
so many young people who get married and then when the husbands
especially find out how difficult it 1s, how they have to turn over their
pavchecks to their wives. how they have to help her with the children,
how they have to be there at times of crisis, they run away. They run
away because their marriage was not based upon mutual responsibility
but merely upon infatuation. The first time G-d counted the fewish
people. 1e did so to tell them that they not only were counted but that
they had to be counted on to persevere in the face of difficulties and
hardships. The couple has to carry each other. To carry is the second
meaning of the word for marriage in Hebrew.
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The second time G-d counted the Jewish people was after the sin of the
golden calf. Many times when people fall in love, they also become
blind to the faults of their partner. They do not see their inadequacies.
Nobody is perfect. Everybody has faults but somehow, couples do not
immediately see these faults. Sometimes, it takes six months or a year
or two years before these faults become readily apparent, and many
couples then decide that they have to split because of these faults. I
have counseled couples to get a divorce, especially if there is violence
involved, severe emotional abuse, etc., but [ can tell you that most of
the divorces that happen today do not need to happen. I remember a
couple who came to see me about ten years ago. [ asked them why they
wanted to get a divorce. They did not answer. [ said, “Is it because you
argue?” They said, “No, we never argue.” [ said, “Why then do you
want a divorce?” "They said. “Because we are bored.™ [ looked at them
astonished and said to them, “Why don’t you argue? Then you will not
be bored.” This couple just woke up one day and found out that their
spouse had faults that they had not noticed before. Sometimes, it turns
out that the husband is a little lazy or very sloppy or not the tower of
strength the wife expected. and many times the husband will find out
that his wife is a gossip or sloppy or not the overly affectionate person
he thought she was. G-d counted the Jewish people after the sin of the
golden calf to let them know that He forgave them. After all. He knew
they were slaves when He redeemed them trom Egypt. e knew that
they had worshipped idols before. He really could not cxpect them to
rid themselves of all their faults. In marriage, it is very important that
we learn how to forgive, A person is not really going to change his or
her personality traits too much in a marriage. but if these faults do not
destroy the underlying core of the relationship, then they should be
forgiven. To forgive is the third meaning of the word for marriage in
Hebrew.

The third time that G-d counted the Jewish people was a month after
the dedication of the Tabernacle. The Jewish people had been given
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many religious dutics. They were told that they had to bring many
sacrifices at many set times. They had to do things, so to speak, with
G-d. G-d counted them at this time to show them that He accepted
their offerings even if they did not always bring them with a full heart.
If they were brought out of a sense of love for G-d and a desire to
please G-d, that was enough. There seems to be a mishigas going around
today which is very destructive of all marriages. One spouse will demand
of the other spouse not only that they go with this spouse to a certain
activity, but that they must do it with a full heart. Couples have come to
my office very angry. The husband will complain against his wife saying,
“Yes, she came to the football game with me, but she did not come
with a full heart. She did not cheer when a touchdown was scored and
she did not enjoy herself as much as I enjoyed myself.” What does the
man want? The wife came with him. She showed her love for him by
coming. The reverse is also true. Wives will come to me complaining
about their husbands. “Yes, he came to the fashion show or ballet with
me, but he did not really do it with a full heart. He did not enjoy it as
much as I did.” What does she want from him? He came. He showed
his love for her by coming.

G-d counted the Jewish people the third time to let us know that as
long as we do our religious duties, it is enough. We do not always have
to enjoy them. Our religious duties are acceptable even if we do not do
them always with a full heart. The very fact that we want to do them
shows that we love G-d and G-d accepts them. To lift up is the fourth
meaning of the word for marriage in Hebrew. We are to lift up each
other by being willing to show up, by being willing to be there with our
spouse. We do not have to always do it with a full heart. We can learn
how to make our marriages endure if we will follow the paradigm of
the marriage between the Jewish people and G-d. We, first of all, have
to make sure that our marriages are based on a love for each other,
which is not just an infatuation, but which is surrounded by
responsibility. If love evaporates at the first sign of hardship or difficulty,
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then it is not love; it is only infatuation. Second, marriages must be
based on the forgiveness of the personality faults of the other spouse.
Third, we cannot demand in marriages that our spouse do everything
for us with a full heart. All we can demand is that he or she be there
with us. Modem marriages can endure and will endure if we will
remember to base them on love which is surrounded by responsibility,
on forgiveness, and on being there. $’euh, the word for marriage in
Hebrew, means more than just marriage. It also means to carry, to
forgive, and to lift up. Let us all hope and pray that we will remember
all these meanings so that our marriages will endure and the Jewish
family will remain strong so that the Mashiach will come quickly in
our day. Amen.




NASO

Peoplehood, Religion, Isracl, and G-d’s Gifts

ne ol the great difficultics that Judaism faces in America is

that American Jewry [rom the very beginning has had to learn

how to transtorm itself from an ethnic group into a religious
group. This has been an excruciating expertence. Many have not been
able to effect this transformation, and have completely been lost forever
to the Jewish people. They have completely assimilated out, Judaism
has always been a combination of peoplehooed and religion. We have
always stressed the Talmudic dictum that a Jew, even if he is a sinner,
15 still a Jew. A Jew can ¢ither be born or converted into Judaism, As
Ruth said to Naomi when she indicaled she wanted to convert to
Judaism, *Your people is my people. and vour G-d is my G-d.” Judaism
has always been a combination ol religious beliels and peoplehood.
Sometimes. the religious aspect has been stressed. and sometimes, the
cthnic or peoplehood aspect has been stressed.

Since the time of the French Revolution. Jews have been told that they
have to choose between their religious beliefs and their concept of
peoplehood to be accepted into the world family. Napoleon made that
abundantly clear at o special Sanhednn that he called. The Jews in
western FHurope were told that if they would be Jews only by religious
beliefs, they could be totally integrated into western European society
and given all the opportunitics of western society. On the other hand,
the Russians. Poles. Ukrainians, etc. used extremely harsh methods to
fet the Jews of castern Burope know they would never be aceepted no
matter what they would do, that the Jews would do well to leave and
form their own nation. In fact. the phrase in Russian was, “Zhid
Palestinta,” which means. “Jew, go to Palestine.™

Therctore. two different responses. which seem mutually exclusive,
have been at the heart of modern Jewish history: One is recasting
Judaism entirely into a religious mode. and the other recasting 1t totally
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into a nationalistic mode. In Germany, both the Reform and Orthodox
tried to remove all ethnicity from Judaism. The Reform ¢ven removed
any prayer for the return to Zion. The Orthodox may have kept these
prayers, but did not believe that they could be accomplished until the
Mashiach came. On the other hand, the Jews in eastern Europe stressed,
by and large, the national ethnic component of Judaism, while many of
the intellectuals belittled the religious component. We know that in
America, most of the immigrants associated with Orthodox synagogues,
not so much because they shared Orthodox religtous beliefs, but because
Orthodoxy provided them with an cthnic home. They could hear the
music they loved, the Yiddish and Hebrew cxpressions they loved. They
felt at home. Their children, however, were rapidly shedding all traces
of Jewish ethnicity and wanted more American forms of worship, etc.
The Orthodox shuls, including our own, in order to survive, deepened
their religious component and appealed almost solely on religious
grounds to second, third, and fourth generation Americans. Consistent
religious practices were more important than a feeling of ethnic
closeness and warmness. Those Orthodox synagogues which survived
have only survived because they have been able to make the transition
from an ethnic institution to a religious institution,

This has sometimes been an excruciating process. We know, though,
that the religious component of Judaism is based also on a love for all
Jews, especially a love for Israel. This emphasis on Israel has continued
to remain a focal point of Orthodox Judaism in America. After all,
almost every graduate of an Orthodox day school at the high school
level goes on to spend at least onc year in Israel. The religious
developments among the different Orthodox religious populations in
Israel have an immediate effect upon their counterpart religious groups
here in America. Israel both encourages and sustains American Jewry,
especially Orthodox American Jewry, Orthodox Judaism in America
has still retained within its religious observance emphasis a peoplehood
component, although without its ethnic manifestations.
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In the Torah portion, Naso, we learn how afier Moshe finished erecting
the Tabernacle and anointing it, all the leaders of the Jewish people
wanted to bring gifts to it. It took Moshe seven days to inaugurate the
services of the Tabernacle. The rabbis say that every day of these seven
days he built it and then he took it apart. Only on the eighth day did he
build it and let it stand. This day was Rosh Chodesh Nisan. This was
also the day on which Aaron was inaugurated as the high priest.

We all know that seven is a number of spirituality in Judaism, that we
all live in six dimensions, up, down, east, west, south, and north, but
there is a seventh dimension which stands for spirituality. We must
create this spirituality. G-d said that He will help us, but we must make
the effort. That’s why when we talk about the Shabbat, we say, “And
G-d blessed the seventh day, and He sanctified it because in it He rested
from all His work which G-d created to make.” The rabbis all ask the
question, what does it mean, “G-d created to make?” The answer is
that G-d created the potential spirituality that can be obtained on the
Shabbat. G-d created the world and the Shabbat for us to use. However,
it is up to us to use it, to make it as He intended. If we do not make
Shabbat, there is no Shabbat. Even in English, we use the expression
“making Shabbat.” The first seven days Moshe and the Jewish people
were to dedicate the Tabernacle. The eighth day was something unigue
and special when G-d’s glory was to appear.

That’s why we have a Torah portion called Shmini, We can create
spirituality, but there is also something more. There is a gift from G-d
that the number eight connotes. G-d may choose to give us this gift or
not. That is the difference between a reward and a gift. A reward you
earn and you always get. A gift, on the other hand, you may or may not
get. A grandfather may give his grandchild a gift or not. An employer
may give his employee a gift or not, but the giving is not wholly
dependent on the merit of the recipient. G-d has assured us that we will
always get the spirituality of the Shabbat. If we make Shabbat, we will
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receive the Shabbat, but when it comes to gifts, He may or may not
give them. We know that once (G-d has promised to give us a gift, He
will always give us this gift,

That’s why the eighth day is a day upon which we have the brit milah,
the sign of the covenant. G-d gave us the gift of His covenant, and He
will never retract it. That’s why it says in this Torah portion that Moshe
constructed the Tabernacle and dismantled it for each of the seven days.
This was to illustrate the fact that to maintain the Tabernacle, we have
to work at it every single day. However, on the eighth day, he did not
dismantle it because G-d gave us a gift. He gave us the gift of His
presence in the Tabernacle. G-d’s gift of the Tabernacle was conditional.
It was not like the gift of His covenant, which is unconditional, or the
gift of His love and hope, symbolized by the holiday of Shmini Atzeres,
which is also unconditional. The Tabernacle was only to be with us if
we would live decent lives six days a week, by working hard (o be
(G-d’s partner in creation, and on the seventh day by creating the
spirituality of the Shabbat. If we failed to fulfill our part during the
seven days of the week, we would not be able to keep the Tabernacle or
the Temple in Jerusalem, the symbol of Jewish independence. We know,
too, that we must respond to G-d’s gift to us beyond what we do during
the seven days of the week. This explains why the princes of cach tribe
responded to the dedication of the Tabernacle on the eighth day by
bringing it gifts.

We also know that the number 50 is a symbol of G-d’s gifts to the
Jewish people. We start counting the Omer on the second night of Pesach
and 50 days later, seven times seven weeks, we come to the holiday of
Shavuot, upon which G-d gave us the Torah. The Torah is also a gift
from G-d. Tt will always be ours. It is an unconditional gift from G-d.
However, we must study it if it is to help us. The gift of the Tabernacle
required both physical and spiritual things. It required Moshe Rabbeinu
to erect and dismantle the Tabernacle 1n the six physical dimensions
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for six days a week, and also to repeat a spiritual dismantling on the
seventh day. Only through national ethnic and spiritual components
can we fully appreciate Judaism. Only then can the Torah completely
suffuse the Jewish people in both its physical and spiritual parts and
allow the Jewish people to be a light unto the nations.

We have just celebrated Israel’s fiftieth anniversary. We know that Israel
means a lot to each of us. It is the only place in the world today where
both the religious and peoplehood aspects of Judaism can be expressed
in a dynamic and integral way. It is true that we all know that Israel is
a potential refuge for us all, sort of an insurance policy, that if things
get bad here, we could always flee there. We know that at the time of
Hitler, if there would have been an Israel, perhaps the six million Jews
could have been saved. We also know that Israel is a symbol to us that
G-d still cares and is concerned about the Jewish people, that G-d’s
covenant with the Jewish people, His greatest gift, still holds. Israel is
not just a place; it is also a religious conception. When my Christian
friends ask me, “Why does Isracl mean so much to you? After all,
you're an American and that’s another country.” I explain it to them in
terms they can understand, although the analogy is not 100 percent.
The Holocaust was our crucifixion and Israel is our resurrection. They
immediately understand. We know that Israel has created many
wonderful things during the past 50 years, that it has made many
wonder{ul contributions which have benefited the world in agriculture,
science, high tech, water management, etc. It has also created a rich
Jewish culture. It has increased greatly the level of Torah study
throughout the world because of the many important Torah books that
have been published there. Israel has created many physical
contributions and spiritual contributions. Israel has, so to speak, erected
and dismantled the Tabernacle in many different ways. Israel is still
trying to develop an appropriate Jewish response to modernity. The
great musicians and scientists, generals, and Torah scholars that it has
produced have added immecasurably to the physical and spiritual growth
of the world. However, we all know that we expect more from lsrael.
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We expect Israel to be a light unto the nations. In fact, not only do Jews
expect this, but the gentile world expects this, too. After all, why would
the Houston Chronicle have devoted so many pages to the fiftieth
anniversary of Israel? They did not devote that type of space to the
fiftieth anniversary of India or Pakistan or Egypt or Burma, cte.. but
they did to Israel because the world expects that [srael will be a light
unto the nations.

Now that 50 years have passed, and Israel has tried in both the physical
and spiritual realms to create a Jewish response to the world, we hope
that G-d will respond by giving Israel that great gift of being a spiritual
light unto the world. When this happens, let us hope that we, 100, will
respond like the princes in the Torah portion Naso, and use our means
and talents to ensure that this light will envelop the whole world. Amen.




B’HALOSCHO

Problems, Inner Strength, Today, and Shavuos

many different problems. They are almost inevitable in life —-

problems of sickness, death, conflicting loyalties. It is hard to
know sometimes which way to turn. There are so many conflicting
pulls and varying opinions, all of which have some validity. How are
we to decide what to do? Sometimes the problems seem so
overwhelming. Where do we find the strength within ourselves to
confront and to solve our problems, and to sort out all the conflicting
pulls and opinions so we can come to a correct solution?

l ife many times is overwhelming. Many times, we are hit by so

Life is not easy, and so often we feel that we just cannot confront the
problems that we have. Judaism teaches us this is not the attitude we
should have. It is true, our problems are overwhelming; true, we will
all face sickness and the death of loved ones and the pulls of different -
generations; true, we all face many demands on our time and resources.
Sometimes, it is very difficult to determine the correct moral action in
a given situation; yet, we must never despair and we must certainly
never give up, throw our hands up, and say the situation is impossible.
What we have to do is solve our problems one day at a time. We should
not look to solve all our problems at once. Let’s just solve what we can
one day at a time.

This is actually one of the main messages of Shavuos. The Jewish
people had just come out of Egypt. They were a slave people, and they
were told that they were going to receive the Torah in 50 days and to
get prepared for it. How was a slave people, an uneducated rabble,
going to transform themselves in such a short period of time to receive
the Torah? It says, “And you shall count for yourself on the morrow of
the Sabbath from the day when you bring the Omer of the waving
seven complete weeks.” They were to count each day. They were not
to be overwhelmed by their problems. They were to take each day one
day at a time.
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Today, we still count the Omer from Pesach to Shavuos. We still count
from the morrow of the Shabbos, which we interpret to mean the morrow
of the first day of Pesach. In other words, we start counting the Omer
from the second night of Pesach. As long as we have as our goal the
preservation of our uniqueness, as long as we realize that we have to
find within ourselves the strength to overcome our problems, we can
confront our problems and we can eventually solve them. Pesach taught
us all that we are unique and special and that we deserve to be free to
solve our problems. None of us should either be enslaved to another
human being or to our problems, but we have to confront our problems
every single day. We should not look to obtain perfect solutions, but
we should instead work gradually toward our goals.

When we count the Omer, we make a blessing every single day before
we count. This is indeed strange because we do not do this for other
acts. For example, we only make a blessing on eating matzah on the
first two nights but not on the other days of Pesach when we eat matzah.
This is especially strange because we do not make a Shecheyanu when
we begin the counting of the Omer because we are not certain whether
we will finish it. When we build a succah, we also do not make the
blessing Shecheyanu, but we also do not make a blessing for building
the succah either. The blessing for Shecheyanu that we make the first
time that we eat in the succah also includes the building of the succah.
We bless every day because to us every day is a blessing. Every day we
can find within ourselves the strength to solve our problems if we will
only take our problems one day at a time.

There is also an interesting Halacha when it comes to the counting of
the Omer. If we forget to make a blessing on the night we count the
Omer, we ¢an still count the Omer the next day without a blessing, and
the next night we can continue to count the Omer with a blessing.
However, if we forget to count the Omer during the day, after having
forgotten on the previous night, we cannot count it on the second night
with a brocha. From then on, we cannot count the Omer with a blessing.
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The reason, of course, is because every day we fail to confront our
problems as a blessing, as a challenge, and instead look at them as
insurmountable, we make them insurmountable and then we have to
start basically the whole process over again. If, on the other hand, we
look at our problems as challenges to be overcome, as opportunities to
develop ourselves and we meet them head on every day, we will continue
growing until we accomplish our goals.

The Torah is very difficult to comprehend and to learn. It requires a
great deal of effort but it eventually can become ours if we will meet its
challenges every day. This goes for all the challenges and opportunities
of life. There are many setbacks along the road, but they can all be
overcome if we look deep within ourselves for the strength to overcome
them. A good teacher is not one who impresses his students with his
brilliance, but is one who brings out the best in his students. As Galileo
once said, “You cannot teach a man anything; you can only help him
find it within himself.” Or as the Ramchal said, “It is the basic obligation
of every Jew to clarify and decide what is hts purpose in the world.”
Each of us was created with all the necessary inner strength to fulfill
our purpose. This is a basic Jewish belief. This applies to the moral
sphere as well. That’s what G-d told Cain, “Sin crouches at the door
but you can rule over it.” Each of us has the necessary inner strength to
overcome our problems if we will but use it.

Shavuos is also, according to our tradition, the day upon which King
David was born and the day upon which he died. King David had a
hard life. He was renowned throughout Jewish history as a sweet singer.
We all sing the song, “Doveed Melech Yisroel Chaim Chai V’Kayom
— David the King of Israel lives and still exists.” So many Jewish
boys bear the name David, but David had to struggle all his life. He
was short and redheaded. He was mocked by his brothers. His father
did not think much of him. Even after he slew Goliath, his problems
were not over. Although King Solomon gave him his daughter, Michal,




206 | TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values

to marry, he became jealous of him and sought to kill him. Even after
he ascended the throne, David had many detractors who claimed that
not only was he not fit to be king, he was not even fit to be a Jew. Two
of his children rebelled against him. One of his boys raped his half
sister and was later killed by another haif-brother. David, too, fell in
love with Bathsheba, who was a married woman. His life was not easy,
but we remember him on Shavuos because, like the Jewish people in
the desert, he confronted his problems one day at a time, never losing
his faith, never losing his belief that he had the capacity to solve them,
admitting when he was wrong but not letting his past sins deter him
from changing and doing better in the future.

Shavuos teaches us that the Torah helps us solve our problems. There
are no big ceremonies on Shavuos because Shavuos refers to the inner
man. We are all supposed to intemnalize the Torah and make it part of
our thinking so that we can draw upon it to help us solve our problems.
Shavuos also teaches us that we can solve our problems more easily
when we are part of a group. The Torah was given to all the Jewish
people assembled as one. We know, too, that when we count the Omer
and we forget a day, we did not count it either the night before or during
the next day, we cannot count it the next day with a blessing. We, as
individuals, can no longer count it with a blessing. However, if we go
to the synagogue, we can say amen to other people’s blessing and be
counted in that blessing. We can, even if we slip, find the strength to
overcome our problems when we attach ourselves to a community.
Naomi, with her husband Elimelech, had deserted the Jewish people
during a time of famine because, according to the rabbis, they did not
want to share their wealth with the poor. Naomi lost her husband and
two sons and was left with only two daughters-in-law. One of them,
Ruth, determined to go back with Naomi to Bethlehem. She did, and
Naomi, by rejoining her people, was able to comfort her people and
gain for them a brilliant future because David was the great-grandson
of Ruth.
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In the Torah portion B’Haloscho, we learn about the lighting of the
menorah. We learn how the high priest had to prepare the wicks every
morning to light the menorah. We also learn that he had to stand on a
stool when doing so. The menorah had three wicks on the right side
and three wicks on the lefi side, all veering toward the center, toward
the menorah’s central stem, which also contained a light which the
rabbis say burned all night. The rabbis tell us also that Aaron actually
did not have to light the lights. He just had to prepare the wicks. During
the dead of night, there was always one wick burning, the central one.
We, too, when we face problems, always have to be aware that there is
that central light which burns within us, that we have the energy and
the power to solve our problems, and when day dawns, each of us can
climb on that stool and light the wicks that have been prepared for us
by our tradition. We can solve our problems as long as we realize that
all the lights must all be directed toward the central spiritual light which
is within each of us. If we will balance both our spiritual needs, which
are symbolized by the right side of the menorah with the left lights of
the menorah, which symbolize our physical needs, we will be able to
confront our problems and overcome them. However, we have to light
the menorah every day. G-d has made sure to tell the priests to make
sure that we have a stool there to stand on so we can activate our spiritual
and physical resources. May we all do so, so that we will both truly
shed light on our problems and solve them, and show others how to
make use of their own inner light so they can solve their problems, too.
May we all solve our problems so the Mashiach will come quickly in
our day. Amen.







SHLACH
The Spies, Tzitzis, The World, and Judaism

We learn how Moshe sent men, important men, to spy out the land

of Israel, and how they returned with an evil report. We learn how
Kolaiv and Yehoshua tried to dissuade the people from listening to this
evil report.

In the Torah portion, Shlach, we learn about the incident of the spies.

Also, in this Torah portion, we have the third paragraph of the Shema,
which talks about the tzitzis, Why should this paragraph about the 1zitzis
be found in this Torah portion? What do the tzitzis have to do with the
spies? After all, this paragraph could have been put anywhere in the
Torah. Why was it put here?

If we look at the incident of the spies, we also wonder why Moshe sent
these important political leaders of the Jewish people to spy out the
land. After all, if you are going to spy out the land, you should send
some CIA types, some Mossad types. You do not send the top political
leaders of a country to spy out the land. These [eaders, of course, were
not sent out to be spies. They werc sent out Utur, to view the land, to be
tourists in the land. They were really nothing more than a UJA mission
to the land of Isracl. They were to come back filled with enthusiasm
for the land so the people would want to eagerly go into the land of
Israel. Their job was not to be military spies. [n fact, if we examine the
questions that Moshe asked them to answer when they toured the land,
none of them had to do with military might. They were to seec whether
the land was fertile. They were to see what kind of cities there were,
whether the people were few or numerous. Their job was to see the
land.

Rabbi Soloveitichik cxplains that these leaders werce to come back to
the Jewish people a singular people with news about the singular land.
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After all, when we mention that the Jewish people are a chosen people,
it does not mean that we were chosen to the exclusion of all others. It
just means the Jewish people were to have a more intimate relationship
with G-d. That’s why a young man is called a Bachur and a young
woman is called a Bachura, because they are to choose a mate with
whom they will have a more intimate relationship than they will with
anybody else, but they do not cut off all other relationships. They have
relationships with their parents and siblings and friends. They just now
are going to have a more complete and intimate relationship with their
chosen. G-d chose the Jewish people and made them into a singular
people. The land of Israel, too, is a chosen land. It is a unique land
upon which the eye of G-d rests at all times. The spies’ job was to
acquaint the chosen people with the chosen land. This is similar to
when a young man and woman get married. According to Jewish law,
a young man and woman cannot be forced to marry someone against
their will. No parent can force their child to marry anybody. We are
commanded to know the person we mairy. You are not supposed to
marry someone without first knowing them, talking with them, and
learning about them.

That’s why these political leaders were chosen. They were the
representatives of the people. They were to confirm that this singular
land was good for the singular people. That’s, too, why they were not
given the charge to bring back military information. That was not their
purpose. The rabbis tell us that these leaders failed because they realized
that if they would go into the land of Israel, they would no longer be
the leaders of the Jewish people. New leaders would be required.
Therefore, they rationalized and tried to say that it would be better if
the Jewish people would stay in the desert and just learn Torah. Let
(G-d continue to support them supernaturally with the manna, etc. Who
needed to be part of the world anyway? Besides, they said, “Az. Strong
is this people,” and the word az can also mean avoda zora, or idol
worship. If the Jewish people will go into the land of Israel, they will
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be tempted by the idol worship there. These leaders of the Jewish people
did not realize that the Jewish people was a singular people who was to
be wedded to the singular land.

That’s, too, why Rabbi Soloveitchik teaches us that the incident of
Miriam talking against Moshe occurs right before this Torah portion. It
was not so much to tcach us about Loshan Hora, but to teach us that
Miriam forgot that Moshe was a singular individual. It was hard for
her to imagine that. After all, she diapered him and got the wet nurse
for him. There is a very great rabbi in the United States today who 1,
too, have trouble visualizing as a great man since | used to baby-sit
him when he was a little boy. Miriam sinned because she could not
recognize that Moshe was a singular individual, just as these leaders
could not realize that the Jewish pcople were a singular people whose
destiny it was to live in the rcal world. Our principal job in this world
is not to save our souls. Our principal job in this world is to make
G-d’s presence felt throughout the world, to bring to light the spark of
(3-d that resides in everything. Our job is not to separate ourselves
from the world, but 1o go into the world and make it holy. Judaism is
not supposed to be sort of a study caste who isolates itseif in the desert.
We are supposed to live in the world and be an example in the world.
Unfortunately, many Jews do not realize this. As [ have found through
bitter experience, many young Jewish scholars who would make
excellent teachers will not leave New York. They are 100 much
concerned about themselves, but it is our job to go out among Jews
and live an exemplary Jewish lifc. The Lubavitcher rebbe wrote a lot
about this, and that is why, of course, he sent young rabbis al} over the
world to spread Torah.

Judaism is supposed to be for everyone. It is not just for smart and
wealthy people. Unfortunately. in America, too, unless you are a lawyer
or doctor or accountant or big businessman, it is almost impossible to
observe Judaism. We have restricted Judaism to a wealthy, intellectual
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elite. Even in this city, I was surpriscd how many Jews still live in the
third ward. They are poor blue coliar workers who have, for the most
part, left Judaism and assimilated and intermarried. | know this from
funerals. Many times, we do a funeral for someone who comes from a
blue collar background, all of whose children basically have
intermarried. That 1s not the way things arc to be. Judaism is for
everyone.

These spies or leaders of the Jewish people did not realize that they
were singular leaders of a singular people who have to lead all the
Jewish people and not just a scholarly caste. Judaism is meant for ali
Jews no matter what their income level or profession and no matter
what their intellectual ability.

That’s why we learned about the tzitzis in this week’s Torah portion.
Jews are to wear their tzitzis everywhere, at all times, no matter where
they go. You can be a Jew if you are a bricklayer or professor, a ditch
digger or Rosh Yeshiva. Your tzitzis is to go with you wherever you
go. The spies, even if they were motivated solely by principle, tried to
create a Judaism which would only be a tiny sect in the desert. G-d
wants the Jewish people to participate in all aspects of life as Jews and
show how all life can be sanctified. That is our role. That’s one of the
reasons, too, why we support Israel so much because there Jews are
concemned with all aspects of life.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a young yeshiva bachur who
met a beautiful young lady and wanted to marry her. He said to her
father, “I would like to marry your daughter.” Her father asked, “How
are you going to support my daughter?” The young man replied, “G-d
will provide.” The father asked, “When you have children, how are
you going to give them an education?” The young man said, “G-d will
provide.” The father said, “Tell me, how are you going to buy a house
and participate in the community?” The young man said, “G-d will
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provide.” After the yeshiva bachur left, the man’s wife came over and
said, “Well, what do you think of the boy?” The man said, “It doesn’t
look like he can earn a living, but I like him.” His wife asked, “What
do you mean, you like him?” He replied, “I like him because he thinks
Iam G-d.”

When Kolaiv and Yehoshua tried to combat the bad news of the spies,
they did not appeal to the people by saying, “Look at all the miracles
that G-d did for us up to now. He will make a miracle in Israel, too, and
we will quickly conquer the country.” The reason they did not mention
miracles is that was exactly what the spies were saying. They were
saying, “Let G-d make miracles for us in the desert.” In Israel they
were to live natural lives. Judaism is to be lived in all aspects of life. It
can be practiced no matter where even though there will be temptations.
Let us always hope we will all realize this, that Judaism is meant to be
practiced by everyone everywherc just as we wear our tzitzis
everywhere. Let us hope this will happen soen so the Mashiach will
come quickly in our day. Amen.







KORACH

Marriage, Emotional Needs, and Rejoicing

ost marriages are between a giver and a taker. Two givers
Mcannot get married because they will not he happy. Their

nature demands that they constantly give. Two takers cannot
get married because neither of them really wants to give much.
Successful marriages are almost always between a giver and a taker.
Marriage is not a 50/50 proposition. Marriage, based on love, is a
combination of fulfilling emotional and sexual needs. Love is really
nothing more than a combination of emotional and physical attraction.
Givers are only happy when they can give, and takers are basically
only happy when they can take. However, it is not all one-sided. Givers,
too, like to occasionally take. However, in most successful marriages,
one of the parties is always giving and hovering over the other, and the
other is gladly receiving what is being given.

Men and women also marry to fulfill different emotional needs. Women
biologically are looking to make a nest and need security, emotional,
financial, physical, etc. Men are looking to be made to feel important
and to sow the seed. Being important does not mean that the woman
has to kowtow to him. Usually, being important means that the man
knows that he is needed to fulfill his wife’s needs; many times it is the
man who does the kowtowing. The image of the helpless, empty-headed
blonde who always gets her man is many times not far from the truth.
Men have to feel they are needed. We all know the stories of the knights
who dueled to win the hand of the beautiful, fair maiden. Beauty is
really synonymous with the ability to produce children, and dueling is
really synonymous with the physical strength needed to provide woman
with the security she needs to build her nest. We all know, however,
that many wormen, when they choose macho men, make a terrible
mistake because this very strength that they felt they needed to protect
them is directed against them.
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Then they become abused, etc. The whole relationship between men
and women is very, very complicated. Women have an insatiable need
for intimacy, which means communication, and men for sex. Intimacy
has to do with creating the emotional security necessary for every
marriage, and sex has to do with a man’s feeling of importance and
need to sow the seed. Because these relationships are so complex,
marriage has to be worked at day in and day out to succeed. Women
are much better communicators than men. Women can read body
language and pick up nuances in speech and in tone, and men have
difficulty with this. This is the way it really should be. After all, a
woman can recognize her baby’s needs from just the way the baby
cries. [f a baby cries one way, it means he is hungry; if he cries another
way, it means he wants his diaper changed; if he cries another way, it
means he is in serious trouble, etc. Women can communicate much
better than men. Many times, women make the mistake of thinking
that their husband should know what they want, but most men cannot
read the signals. They need to be told. Women have to communicate to
men their needs and desires. Sometimes women are so hurt because
they feel that their husbands do not consider their needs or desires at
all, Husbands should be more sensitive. However, they are usually not
endowed with that intuitive sense, which the rabbis in the Torah say
was given to women. Women must tell men what they want and need.
Men, on the other hand, must make great efforts to understand women’s
great need for intimacy, the need to communicate better, the need to be
told that they are desirable and beautiful, etc. Many men wonder why
their wives are so cold to them, but they have not at all shown their
appreciation to their wives for everything done for them; men have not
spoken soft and endearing words.

One of the most troubling problems that I encounter when I counsel
married couples is when one spouse, instead of rejoicing at the other
spouse’s success or honors, becomes very insulting and negative. Instead
of being happy for the spouse, he or she runs the spouse down. A man
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who works as a government clerk, whose wife is a successful lawyer,
does not rejoice at his wife’s success. He constantly tries to run her
down. A woman is given a surprise seventieth birthday party by her
family and friends; the affair is ruined by her husband of 40 years who
makes a terrible scene. Usually this happens when the taker in the
relationship sees that his spouse is getting all the attention. He does not
like it. He would rather have the attention himself. Therefore, he destroys
his wife’s happiness. Many times, takers cannot allow their spouse to
take the spotlight. They must always be stage center. It is wrong not to
rejoice at other people’s successes.

This is one of the interpretations the rabbis give for the verse, “You
shall love our neighbor as yourself.” What does this mean? Just as you
are happy for all your achievements, you should be happy also for the
achievements of your neighbor. You should never try to make yourself
bigger and better by running down the achievements of other people.
Many times, we find that in a marriage, one spouse has a good voice
and the other has no voice at all. The spouse who has no voice will try
constantly to make fun of the spouse who has a good voice. This is
very destructive. This same attitude, unfortunately, can destroy
communities. The inability to be happy for somebody else’s good
fortune or to be happy for someone who celebrates a simcha causes a
senseless hatred, which the rabbi says destroyed the Second Temple,

In the Torah portion Korach, we learn about this failure. Korach, who
was the richest man in Israel, was jealous of his cousin, Aaron, who
was appointed high priest. He could not rejoice in his appointment and
good fortune. Korach was not satisfied with being the richest man in
Israel; he also wanted the high priesthood. Because he could not be
happy for Aaron, he fomented a rebellion that almost succeeded. He
managed to convinee 250 of the leading figures in the congregation to
join him in a rebellion against Moshe’s leadership because Moshe had
not favored them with the positions they thought they deserved. He
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also convinced some Levites, who were envious of the privileges of
the high priesthood, to challenge Moshe’s appointment of Aaron, at
G-d’s insistence, as the high priest. This rebellion, of course, ended in
disaster. Jealousy and envy will only lead to us being swallowed up by
the earth. Those 250 elders of the congregation who offered incense on
the altar, were burned by their own passion. Their jealousy, in effect,
consumed them. Korach and the others were swallowed up by the
ground. Their inability to be happy for other people and their success
was very destructive,

We learn also how when Korach organized the rebellion, three people
from the Tribe of Reuben joined him as leaders of the rebellion: Doson,
Avirum, and Ohn. Later on, we learn that only Doson and Avirum were
mentioned. The rabbis ask, what happened to Ohn? They answer by
saying that after Ohn told his wife about joining Korach’s rebellion,
she told him, “Why are you getting involved in this? Whether Korach
wins or Moshe wins, it is not going to make any difference to you, and,
besides, why shouldn’t Aaron be high priest?” The rabbis say that it
was because of Ohn’s wife that Ohn disassociated himself from this
rebellion and went unpunished. On the other hand, the rabbis say that
it was Korach’s wife who was constantly egging him on, and who caused
her husband to destroy himself because of his senseless jealousy. That’s
why the rabbis quote from the Book of Proverbs, “Every wise woman
builds her house but the foolish one plucks it down with her own hands.”

The Torah portion Korach opens with the words, “And Korach took;”
it does not say what he took. The rabbis explain that he took himself
too seriously. He thought that only he had good ideas, that only his
feelings were correct, that only his opinions had to be taken into account.
He was self-centered and could not stand to see anybody else succeed.
He could not rejoice in another person’s simcha or good fortune. This
behavior can only destroy. Each of us has to learn to love our neighbor,
especially our spouses, as ourselves. We have to be happy for their
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achievements. We have to be proud of them and rejoice with them.
This we have to do in our community as well. We should never be
mean spirited but should rejoice in everyone’s happiness. Being part of
a family, part of a community, and part of a people means that we take
pride in each other, rejoice in everyone’s simcha, and wish each other
only well, May we all learn this lesson well so the Mashiach will come
quickly in our day. Amen.







CHUKAS

Decisions, Logic, Feelings, and Intuition

ne of the major problems that we all face: how do we know

when we have made the right decistons? In life. we are forced

to make many decisions cvery day. How do we know the
decisions we make are the right ones? To make these decisions, even
on a mundane level, 1s so difficult. Many, many times based on the best
information, we make wrong decisions. [lHow many times have people
invested their money in a sure thing only to lose it all? How many
times have people chosen mates that all their friends and relatives
declared werce wonderful people, only to 1ind out that these mates had
abusive personalities. Making decisions is difficult.

That’s why the ancicent people depended on superstition to make these
decisions. No Roman general would enter into battle until he first cut
open a chicken and determined from the chicken’s entrails whether the
battlc would go well for him, That’s where the expression, “this augers
well,” comes from. People. even today, will consult horoscopes and
will rely on foolish signs to determine whether they should make a
particular decision. [ remember once we sold a house to a young couple
and were ready to close when that couple came to me and said, “We are
very devout in our religion. Before we came to the closing, we opened
the Bible and the first verse that popped out was. "This house shall not
stand.” We cannot buy your house.” I pleaded with them to buy the
house, quoting for them the verse. “This house shall be a house for all
people.” They would have none of it and the closing did not occur.
Eventually, we sold that house for much more money, so maybe it was
good that they refused to buy our house because of their superstitious
usc of the Tanach.

One of the reasons we believe thal we need to pray is because we need
(G-d’s help to make the right decisions. We believe that G-d helps those
who help themselves. We know, though, that we have to act. G-d is not
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going to put the food in our mouth. G-d is not going to put the clothes
on our backs. We have to do these things. However, we have to make
the right decisions to earn a living. We need G-d’s help in deciding
which job we should take, which city we should move to, which
neighborhood we should live in, which house we should buy, etc. We
also need help in how we should raise our children, even which baby-
sitters we should take. How do we know whether we have made the
right decisions? We cannot go by feelings alone, and we cannot go by
logic alone. We know that we need something more. Somehow, when
we make the right decisions, things seem to click.

According to the rabbis, G-d is constantly sending down His shefa,
His inspiration. We must be prepared to accept it. One of the greatest
proofs that G-d exists is the fact that when two equally competent
scientists approach a problem, one will get an idea and solve the problem
and the other will not. This idea did not directly flow from his past
experience, It was sort of a quantum leap. Where did Einstein get his
ideas? Human beings are not computers, It is not garbage in and garbage
out. Flashes of insight are not directly dependent on past information.
They come many times unexpectedly. We all know the story of Newton
and the apple. We, of course, have 1o prepare ourselves to receive
inspiration. We have to study the problem from all angles. We have to
think about the problem. We have to open our minds to seemingly
impossible solutions; then, some people will get an inspiration and
others will not. We call this intuition. Intuition is not just feelings or
logic; it is something else. Sometimes our intuition is not 100 percent
accurate, but most of the time it is close enough to allow us to make a
correct decision. As Tanna d’Vei Eliyahu Rabbah 9 states: “I call heaven
and earth to be my witness that any person, Jew or non-Jew, man or
woman, slave or maidservant can experience divine inspiration. It only
depends on one’s deeds.” In other words, divine inspiration is out there.
It just depends upon us whether we can experience it.
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Also, we know that there is such a thing as a bas kol, a heavenly voice,
which calls to each of us every day. The Zohar says that it calls each of
us to return to our better self. This is a voice heard in our heart and not
in our ears, and reminds us every day that we can be better than we are,
It is interesting to note that the Talmud equates this bas kol with the
voice of the people; 1.e., when the rabbis were stumped as to what the
Halacha should be, they said, “Go out and see what the people do.” In
other words, see what those people who want to conform to Jewish
law do; and then, decide the Halacha according to them. Hillel became
the president of the Sanhedrin because of this advice. The Sanhedrin
was in a quandary over what to do if Erev Pesach came out on Shabbat.
The paschal lamb had to be then sacrificed on Shabbat. This, everyone
knew, was allowed according to Halacha, but how were they to carry
the knife to the Temple to slaughter the lamb? The rabbis did not have
an adequate answer. Hillel said, “Look at what the people will do.”
The rabbis went out and noticed that the people stuck the knife in the
wool of the lamb. The lamb, itself, carried the knife to the Temple.

This concept of go and see what the people do is actually one of the
bases for democracy. John Adams, though very pro democracy,
expressed grave doubts as to its efficacy. He said, “How is it when 51
people say yes to an issue and 49 say no, truth has been found?” Truth
is not dependent upon a majority. Yet, our tradition avows, when making
a decision—on a particular issue—that does not impinge upon the rights
of others, the majority decision of the people bears the mark of divine
inspiration.

A person called up to the Torah makes two blessings: The first blessing
thanks G-d for choosing us from all the peoples and giving us His
Torah. “Blessed are You, G-d, Who gives the Torah.” What does it
mean, “Who has chosen us?” This phrase has been used by anti-Semites
throughout the generations to accuse us of being a haughty, arrogant
people. This expression has been misunderstood. The word for chosen
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in Hebrew 1s the same word as bochar, a young, eligible bachelor, or a
bachura, a young, eligible girl. When choosing each other, young people
do not exclude all other relationships; they have just established a more
intimate form of relating to each other. They now communicate on
many levels and are open to each other.

This is also what the Jewish people did when they accepted the Torah.
Studying the Torah is one of the ways in which we open ourselves to
(G-d’s inspiration. That’s why it says, “Who has chosen us from all the
peoples and given us His Torah.” “Blessed are You, G-d, Who gives
the Torah,” not Who gave the Torah but Who gives the Torah. Inspiration
is open to us today, too. We all know that it was not only G-d Who
chose. We, the Jewish people, also chose to accept the Torah when
other peoples refused to accept the Torah. The Torah opens us up to
inspiration. It allows us to have a morc intimate communication with
our Creator.

When we conclude the reading of the Torah, we say the second blessing:
“Blessed are You, G-d, Who gave us His Torah of truth and planted
eternal life in our midst. Blessed arc You, G-d, Who gives us the Torah.”
Why do we say this? Usually, after a mitzvah, with the exception of the
grace after meals, we never say a blessing. We say the grace after meals
because we are commanded in the Torah to do so 1o teach us gratitude.
It is not enough to thank a person before you receive something; it is
more important to thank him after you receive something. Yet, we never
make a brocha after we blow the shofar, or after we make kiddush, or
after we shake the lulav. Here, we make a brocha after we read the
Torah.

One of the reasons we do this is to emphasize the fact that by studying
Torah, we are much more likely to find the truth. We are much more
likely to make right decisions to allow us to continue as individuals
and as a community and as the Jewish people. [tis not true that everyone
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who studies the Torah will come to the same conclusions. Circumstances
differ. and people can study Torah with preconceived notions and not
open themsclves up to G-d’s inspiration. However, in the main, the
majority of the people will come to the right conctusion. That’s why
the Jewish people have been able to survive. That's why, too, individuals
should look around the community and see what others do who want
to follow Halacha. They will soon realize that more than one approach
exists, and that all these approaches are valid. They may also find that
certain approaches do not work even if they are valid.

In the Torah portion, Chukas. we lcarn about Moshe Rabbeinu’s sin.
We learn how G-d told him to take his staff and gather the people, and
said, “You and Aaron, your brother, shall speak to the rock.” But, instead,
Moshe beat the rock. This was not such an outlandish thing he did.
After all, 40 vears earlier when the Jewish people crossed the Red Sea
and had no water, Moshe did strike a rock to bring forth water. Moshe
thought that the circumstances here were the same as before. He would
do what he did then, but the circumstances were not the same. The
people here did not want to go back to Egypt. The people here had
made a reasonable request for water. They did not act as the previous
generation had done. Fvery time the previous generation ran into a
problem, they immediately said, “Let’s appoint a new leader and go
back to Egypt.” The peoplc here were responding to a real problem,
lack of water; they did not use this problem as a pretext for returning to
Egypt, but Moshe responded in anger. He did not intuit well the
inspiration that G-d had given him. He even screcamed at the people
that they were rebels. He hit the rock, not once but twice. Somehow,
Moshe could no longer connect with the people. Aaron, who was usually
so sensitive to the people’s needs, did not remonstrate with his brother
after he hit the rock and did not tell him to refrain from doing it again.
Therefore, Aaron, too, was no tonger fit for leadership. Keeping an
open mind so that G-d’s inspiration and shefa can be available to us all
is a difficult thing to do.
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All of us, when making decisions, should never say, “Well, a few years
ago, | made this decision and I will just do the same thing.” You always
have to reevaluate every circumstance. You have to look at the logic
and feelings involved, and then be cognizant that G-d’s shefa is out
there. We all need G-d’s help to make decisions.

Let us hope that, because we have analyzed the situation, looked at our
feelings, and intuited the inspiration that comes daily from G-d, we
can all make the right decisions. Let’s all hope that all of us will realize
that it is our prayers, our Torah learning, and our appreciation of the
circumstances in which we find ourselves that will allow us to
comprehend and intuit what G-d is telling us. Let us all hope and pray
that we will make the right decisions so the Mashiach will come quickly
in our day. Amen.




BALAK

Love, Anger, Privacy, and Restraint

Babylontan soothsayer—to curse the Jewish people. The rabbis

say that Balaam was effective because he knew the one moment of
each day when G-d was angry. At that precise moment, he would bring
before G-d the faults of those Jewish people he was cursing so G-d
could punish them for their faults.

In the Torah portion, Balak, we leamn how Balaam hired Balak—-a

We all know that when angry, people will dredge up all the sins of the
past and castigate the perpetrators; a spouse or a friend for all past
slights and hurts. Many times in a marriage, a very minor event will
trigger a huge fight. A spouse who starts the fight or provokes it is
really still mad over something that happened five or ten years ago.
This latest incident was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. In
this way, Balaam was hoping to curse the Jews. He was going to bring
up the sin of the golden calf-at the moment of G-d’s anger. He was
going to point out to G-d all the sins of the Jewish people. G-d was to
punish them severely for the sin of the golden calf, not for what they
were now doing, but for sins committed in the past, sins the Jews had
not rectified.

This seems very strange. First of all, why do we have to say G-d gets
angry once a day for a split second? Also, did not G-d already forgive
the Jewish people for the sin of the golden calf? Is not G-d filled with
loving kindness and mercy? Do we not say He is slow to anger? The
Kabbalah teaches us that G-d’s overabundance of love is balanced by
His Givurah-strength, restraint, even anger. We all know that in addition
to overpowering love, we must set up restraint. We especially need
restraint in raising children. Children need love and discipline. We are
not talking cruel punishments, but many times, we have to reprimand a
child; we have to give him a time-out, even a ‘potch on the tush.” The
child must learn limitations, and that actions have consequences; some
things he just must not do.
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Recently, I saw an 8-year-old get mad and hit his mother. The mother
did nothing. She accepted the beating with a smile and kept on with
her business. This was not a two-year old. All she did was make a face.
The ramifications of such an act are staggering. What will this boy
become when grown, a wife abuser or a child abuser? This boy’s mother
did him no favors when she failed to reprimand him, or at least to send
him to time-out. What a child fails 1o learn, life will teach him in a hard
and cruel way when he becomes an adult. How many children have
come to me to complain of their parents’ permissiveness, and how
they hate them for it. G-d, too, wants to make sure we learn our acts
have consequences, and to hold us to them—even though His Givurah
is a split second everyday.

(G-d thwarted Balaam’s plan by not gelting angry on these days when
he wanted to curse the Jews. That also explains why Balaam gave to
Balak the kind of advice that he did on how to destroy the Jews: He
told Balak to have the daughters of Moab and Midian seduce the Jewish
men and have them sexually worship their gods in the manner they
worshipped Baal Peor—through a sexual act. Jewish men were so filled
with love and cmpathy at this time since G-d’s Givurah—restraint—was
missing, they were most vulnerable to seduction. Many times, we have
heard stories of how casily ministers. psychologists. and psychiatrists
—in a shower of empathy-become sexually involved with those they
are trying to help. In pain, lost and hurting, these people come to their
religious leaders and to their doctors to be hugged and to be loved.
These situations can lead 1o other things, especially if the client or
congregant is pretty and endearing and of the opposite sex. Always,
restraint must manifest itself, some boundary established so this
outpouring of sympathy is controtled! Balaam wanted to bring up to
G-d the golden calf. The rabbis explain that Balaam couldn’t do it,
particularly after he said, “How goodly are your tents, Oh Jacob, your
dwelling places, Oh Israel.”
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A simple explanation is Balaam was praising study halls and
synagogues. As long as Jews study Torah and we pray, we will never
be susceptible to the sin of the golden calf.

The other interpretation is that as long as Jews respect each other’s
privacy and treat each other with respect, G-d will always look favorably
upon them, even if they do worship the golden calf. This happened at
the time of Ahab and his wife, Jezebel: When Ahab treated his people
with respect and dignity, he was victorious in battle. Only after he framed
Navot for his field and falsely killed him did G-d’s wrath descend upon
him. The rabbis explain that the sentence, “How goodly are vour tents...,
refers to privacy. The door of one tent was not oppesite to the door of
the other so that everyone had privacy. The right of privacy was just
discovered within the last 50 years in America; in Jewish law, privacy
has been in ¢xistence for thousands of years. We are to respect each
person and to dignify each person; what they do privately is their own
business. We are not supposed to pry into other people’s affairs; we are
not supposed to let it all hang oul.

G-d sends his love and kindness down upon us; only for a split second
cach day is He angry. We, too, must show restraint, and only for
egregious public acts should we castigate others.

I am reminded of a story, told of a man who came into a restaurant,
looked at a person sitting at a corner table, walked over, and said,
“Weinstein, how you’ve changed. You used to be short; now your are
tall. You used to have blonde hair; now you have black hair. You used
to have the blue eves; now vou have brown eyes. *“ The man looked up,
and replied, “I'm not Weinstein,” to which the first man countered,
“My goodness, you even changed your name.”

Balaam, though he blessed Jewish people, wanted to curse them; and
gave advice to Balak, which caused the death of 24,000 Jews. Balaam
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was not a friend of the Jews, notwithstanding his praise; like today,
when those who praise Israel, but at the end of talks always condemn
us. We have been assured they will have no effect, that only their praise
will endure.

If we raise our children with love and discipline, if we study and pray,
if we treat each other with dignity and with respect, we will truly lead
blessed lives. Let us hope and pray that because we will live such lives,
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen!




PINCHAS
Zealotry, Leadership, Tolerance, and Unity

‘ x r hen we read the Torah, we sometimes combine the portions
Chukas and Balak, and the portions Mattos and Masei. We
never, however, combine Balak and Pinchas, for the reason
the zealot’s act is not always to be rewarded; Pinchas, in an ungovemnable
rage, speared to death Zimri the Simeomite and Cozbi the Midianite
woman, when he saw them openly committing an orgiastic act of
immorality; he thus became the quintessential zealot. It was in the Torah
portion Balak that Pinchas did this act. It was in the Torah portion
Pinchas that he was rewarded. In fact, Rabbis aver if G-d had not
intervened with His Bris Shalom—Covenant of Peace—-Pinchas would
have been tried as a murderer.

True, Pinchas’ zealous act shortened a plague: if not for his intervention,
perhaps more than the 24,000 would have died. Yet, Moshe was already
handling the problem, having convened a court to deal with it. Pinchas,
by doing what he did, set a dangerous precedent. Now, every time a
person thinks he’s right, thinks that unless he intervenes in a situation,
the community will be in danger, can he take the law into his own
hands? There is no end to it. So convinced is a zealot that he is right,
that he is willing to kill for his beliefs. To kill another human being is
a difficult act. No one usually would want to do it. If, however, a person
thinks it is the right thing to do, he will subdue his natural inclination
not to, then kill. Look at what the Communists did: they thought they
could kill to form a more just and equitable world. The Nazis believed
the Jew was the devil incamate and that humanity could not he redeemed
unless every Jew was killed. We almost always read Pinchas during
the Three Weeks. The rabbis say that the Second Temple was destroyed
because of the senseless hatred one Jew held for another. Because of
differing interpretations of Halachah, Jews were willing to kill each
other. Ironically, while the Romans were besieging Jerusalem, Jewish
assassins called Sicail were assassinating other Jews, even fighting
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pitched battles between rival Jewish armies—a fortuitous situation for
the Roman armies who could wait until Jews sapped their strength
though internecine strife.

Some rabbis declare the oceurrence of the 2,000-vear exile was meant
to teach us that zealotry should be shunned at all costs. Perhaps it’s
true that in the case of Hitler, if he would have been assassinated in
1933, Jews would still have suffered horribly but six million would
not have been killed. Zealotry is wrong 99.9 percent of the time. No
Jewish court would sanction zealotry. Within the past week of this
writing, we saw zealotry at its most shameful: A dispute in Israel arose
over the building of Route I, connecting the northern communities of
Jerusalem with City Centre. $ix months ago, some arlcient bones were
uncovered during the construction; the problem of the religious
significance of the bones was brought before Rabbi Eliyashet, Chief
Posck of the Yeshiva world. Consulting the Shulhan Aruch, he decided
that the bones could be moved to make way for a public highway. This
decision so infuriated the Eida Charidis that they organized protests
against it. Fine. A disagreement is acceptable. However, some yeshiva
boys, so convinced of their position, stoned Rabbi Eliyashet’s car with
such vehemence and intensity they could have killed this 8§5-year-old
Chief Posck.

Zealotry has to end. Once let out of the box, it becomes totally
destructive. In fact, rabbis assert that originally, Moshe expected Pinchas
would be chosen to he the leader of the Jewish people, but because of
his zealotry, he wasn’t. Joshua was chosen instead because he knew
how to unite people, not polarize them. “He shall take them out and
bring them in”, which means he sct standards for the Jews, but was
always tolerant if they tried to achieve them, but failed: Joshua was
called ben Nun-because a Nun starts out straight, bends a little, then
ends up straight. A leader has to be tolerant of people’s foibles and try
to raise them to correct standards. Tolerance does not mean either
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approval or acceptance. A leader has to know how to bring out the best
in people-not the worst. That’s why it is said: “He shall take them out
and bring them in.” Joshua was known as a servant of Moshe. Charisma
is nice, but this quality is not necessary to be a leader; rather, to set
high standards and then to motivate people to achieve them, to unite
people, and to bring out their best is what is needed. A predisposition
to zealous rage would not permit Pinchas to function as a leader.

In this Torah portion, we also learn of the daughters of Zelophehad,
who demanded from Moshe that they be allowed all inheritance in the
land of Israel. Since their father had no sons, Moshe asked G-d for
permission. G-d declared that the daughters’ cause was just and right.
The rabbis explain Moshe knew the law that under certain conditions
daughters were allowed an inheritance, but did not know if children of
an executed criminal could inherit. Again, this episode was rendered
in this portion to emphasize the importance of a united people: Even
children of a convicted criminal are to be a part of the people. In Gemac
Sanhedrin, these women are called tzidkanyos—righteous women. Who
are considered righteous women? Usually, when we think tzidkanyos,
we think of those who visit the sick, feed the hungry, and tend to the
needs of the poor. The daughters of Zelophe had were considered
righteous women because they worked within the system. They were
not zealous in their cause. Their approach to achieve their goal followed
procedures: They first went to the person in charge of courts of 10;
then to the person for 100; then to the person for 10,000; and finally
Moshe, who went to G-d. These women had confidence in Torah. The
Torah took into account their just claims, and the rabbis enjoin us to do
the same: Follow correct procedures, and don’t take the law into our
own hands. In those few instances when we might be justified, the
rabbis teach a zealot has to abide by three guidelines. First, the zealot
must be selfless, unencumbered by ulterior motives. This requirement
is one of the reasons rabbis insist Pinchas needed the Covenant of Peace.
As members of the tribe of Shimon claim, Pinchas had an ulterior
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motive, as his own mother, a daughter of Jethro, was a Midianite. People
said Pinchas’ rage was prompted by his holier-than-the-Pope attitude.

The second guideline the zealot should follow is that he be a part of the
people; i.e., he can’t refer to ‘us’ and to ‘them.” Third, the zealot can be
accepted if he wants to save people, not destroy them and cut them off,

Today, I’ve heard people say, I don’t care if only 100,000 Shomer
Shabbos Jews remain in America; we should cut ourselves from the
rest. They are not even acceptable zealots according to halachah~they
are not trying to save people, but rather they are aiding and abetting a
spiritual holocaust.

Misguided zealotry also accomplishes the exact opposite of what is
intended: the segregationist who slew Martin Luther King assured
complete integration. The slaying of Amir assured Oslo 2 would go
through without problems. This kind of zealotry achieves the exact
opposite of what the zealot wants.

We Jewish people have learned in the last 2,000 years not to be zealots,
especially regarding our own internal causes. We must be on guard
zealotry does not return. Zealotry caused the destruction of the Second
Temple and could destroy our communities today. I am reminded of a
story they tell about a man who had a haunted house. He decided to
hire an exorcist to rid the house of the ghost. The exorcist worked for
three months, and finally got rid of the ghost. He presented a bill of
$10,000 to the homeowner who told the exorcist he just suffered a
great financial reversal on the stock market and couldn’t pay the
$10,000. The exorcist left in a huff and immediately the house was
repossessed.

We have spent 2,000 years trying to rid ourselves of zealotry and
senseless hatred. We always have to be careful to never let it find a
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place again in Jewish life. May we always work within the law so
Mashiach will come quietly in our day. Amen.







MATTIOS-MASSEY
Faults, Anger, and Going Beyond the Letter of the Law

‘ ’ r e always read the Torah portion Mattios-Massey during the
Three Weeks. We do this for many reasons, one of which is

that this Torah portton speaks about the land of Israel. It

speaks about the conquering of the land of Israel, and the dividing of it
among the tribes. It speaks about the boundaries of the land of Israel.
This Torah portion has pointed out to us throughout our long exile how

we, the Jewish people, should never give up hope of returning to the
land of [srael.

The period of the Three Weeks, of course, commemorates the
destruction of the first and sccond Temples. The walls of Jerusalem
were breached on the 17th of Tammuz, and the Temple was destroyed
on Tisha B’ Av, three weeks later.

The rabbis tell us that the first Temple was destroyed because of three
cardinal sins: murder; sexual immorality, which means incest and
adultery; and idolatry. During the second Temple, There was no idolatry,
and sexual immorality and murder were at a minimum. The rabbis
then ask, why was the second Temple destroyed? They answer, because
of senseless hatred. Even when Jerusalem was being besieged, Jews
were fighting Jews, not just with words. There were groups of zealots
called Sicarri, who were assassinating people they thought were not
strong enough in their views for Jewish independence. Different Jewish
armies also within Jerusalemn were fighting each other as the Romans
were besieging them.

In the Gemora Baba Metzia, we also learn how the rabbis taught that
the Temple was destroyed because people were not willing to go beyond
the letter of the law. Each of them demanded everything that was due
them. There was no sense of compromise. We sec then that two reasons
are given: one, senseless hatred; and the other, the unwillingness of the
people to go beyond the letter of the law to compromise.
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Actually, many rabbis say that there was only one reason. They explain
this by saying that really there is no such thing as senseless hatred.
Everybody has a reason for hating somebody. I have been in the pulpit
rabbinate now for 35 years, and I have never found a case where
somebody hates somebody else without a reason. There is always some
slight, some insult, some alleged misconduct that causes one person to
hate another. Most of these causes are, of course, foolish and
inconsequential, and always stem from the fact that one person does
not want to make allowances for another. No one wants to go, in these
cases, beyond the letter of the law. We all know that no one is perfect,
and we can always find something against the other person if we look
hard enough.

This is especially true in marriage. We say that love is blind, and
sometimes even deaf, but eventually, after the couple is married, the
faults come out of the other party, but, so what? The good points that
brought you together are so much more important than the drawbacks.
Each spouse has to learn to look beyond these faults, to go beyond the
letter of the law to have a happy marriage. There are no perfect people
and no perfect marriages and no perfect relationships. Anybody who
thinks that their spouse or anybody is perfect is going to have a rude
awakening one day.

That’s why, of course, the rabbis teach us why it is such a mitzvah to
M’Sameach Es Hachason V'HaKallah, to rejoice before the bride and
groom. We are supposed to at their wedding and during the first week
of their marriage constantly extol the virtues of the bride to the groom
and vice versa. No bride is ever ugly but is always beautiful. In fact,
there is halacha which says that if a bridegroom is suspected of having
leprosy (the Biblical version, not the modern disease) and a Kohen is
called to look at it, he is never to find that the groom has leprosy. He is
to assume that it is something else. The Meshach Chochma bases this
on a verse in Parshas Tazria which says, “And the Kohen should see
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him and make it unclean.” In other words, the Kohen must first see the
person, what the circumstances are, before he decides to declare the
leprosy unclean. We are to always look at the person and his
circumstances before rushing to judgment. We are always to judge
somebody with Kaf Zechus, favorably.

In The Torah portion, Mattios, we learn many of the basic laws of
kashering utensils. It is interesting to note, though, that these laws were
given to the Jewish people by Eliezer, Aaron’s son who had just become
high priest. They were not given to the Jewish people by Moshe. The
rabbis explain that the reason for this was because Moshe had gotten
angry and had yelled at the army for not conducting the Midianite war
properly. There are three times in the Torah when Moshe loses his
temper and is in some way punished. The first time he got angry at his
brother Aaron because he did not eat from the sacrifices on the day of
his inauguration after his two sons were killed. Aaron answered his
brother, “How could I do this on this day?” G-d confirmed Aaron’s
words. We all know how Moshe got mad at the people and struck the
rock, and in this week’s Torah portion, he got mad at the army who had
won the battle and had not lost a man, but had not followed Moshe'’s
orders exactly. Therefore, he was not given the opportunity to hand
over directly to the people the laws of koshering vessels. Moshe had
failed in these three instances to judge everyone favorably, to go beyond
the letter of the law. He should have stated what he had to say without
anger, without confrontation. He failed, and, therefore, in these three
instances he was punished by G-d to show us that our leaders especially
have to keep their cool. Each of us has to realize that none of us is
perfect, that we make mistakes. We should, of course, try to work with
people to correct their mistakes, but we should not launch personal
attacks on them when they make mistakes. Our attitude should be that
we want to work with people and not that we suspect people of being
evil and we want to catch them. I know that when 1 interview a
prospective mashgiach, T have to look very carefully at how he relates
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to people. If his attitude is, “I think the person | am dealing with 1s
trying to cheat me and [ have to catch him,” I do not want him as a
mashgiach. His attitude must be that the person we are supervising
wants to work with us. Sometimes they make a mistake and sometimes

' even cover up a mistake, but they want to work with us. If they do not
want to work with us, we would not give them hashgacha in the first
place. We must always learn how to work with people. We must always
be willing to judge everybody favarably and go beyond the letter of the
law. This is especially true in marriages.

| am reminded of the story they tell about a conceited, arrogant young
man who was not much to look at. He decided he wanted to get married.
He went to a marriage broker and told him he wanted to marry a rich,
beautiful, talented girl. The marriage broker said, “I have just the girl
for you. However, she has one drawback. She becomes crazy one day a
vear, but after that one day she is okay.” The arrogant young man thought
about it and said, “Well, [ can handle it if she 1s only going to be crazy
one day a year. Let’s go meet her.” The marriage broker said, “No, we
cannot meet her right now.” The young man asked why not. The
marriage broker replied. “Because today she is not crazy.” [ivery one
of us has crazy points. We all have to look bevond them so we can live
together in peace and harmony. Let us all hope we will do so the
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.




DEVOREEM

Condescension, Manipulation, & The Inevitable Backlash

So often we are so sure of our own views that we have no

trouble at all in holding in contempt people who disagree with
them. We treat those who hold different views as primitive, stupid people
or as people who know the truth but who evilly pursue policies and
beliefs that they know arc wreng. This smug self-righteous”attitude is
always destructive of human relationships. Condescension always
devalues the person who is being condescended to. The person who
has been condescended to is made to feel that he is a nothing and, even
though we may do many nice things physically for him because we
have devaluated him, he will react with great anger and even hatred
against us for having diminished his self-worth. It has been said that if
the British had allowed comparably educated Indians into their country
clubs in New Delhi and Calcutta, they would still be ruling India today.

O ne of the hardest things to do in life is not to be condescending.

The rabbis teach us that the concept of stealing includes also stealing a
person’s feelings of self-worth. They teach us that if a person has set
aside his tithes to give to the Levites and a Terumah offering to give to
the priests and you come along and take this tithe or Terumah that he
has set aside and give it to a Levite or a Kohen, you are guilty of stealing.
It could be argued. what did you steal from this person? He had already
designated this tithe and Terumah to be given to the Levite or Kohen.
He could not have any benefit from it physically. What did you do so
bad by taking it and giving it to a Kohen or Levi? He was going to have
to do that himself. The answer is you stole his honor and dignity. You
took away his freedom of choice. It was his right to choose the Kohen
or Levi he wanted to give it to. You treated him as a child.

The rabbis also teach us that it is a sin to even be contemptible of
vourself, That. the rabbis say, was one of the sins of the spies. They
said, “We are like grasshoppers in our eyes.” When the spies returned
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from touring the land of Israel, they gave a glowing report about the
land of Israel, but they said, “There we saw giants and we were in our
eyes like grasshoppers and so we were in their sight.” Because they
held themselves in contempt, they would be looked at with contempt
by others.

In the Torah portion Devorim, we review the incident of the spies.
Right after we learn about the incident of the spies and how the Jewish
people were condemned to wander in the desert for 40 years because
of this sin, we learn how Moshe says, “And also G-d was angry with
me because of your sake saying, “Also you will not go there’,” meaning
to the land of Israel. We all know that Moshe Rabbeinu was not punished
for the sin of the spies. He had nothing to do with it. Why was this
verse juxtaposed to the story of the spics? The rabbis say that it was
juxtaposed to the story of the spies because Moshe, too, was banned
from entering the land of Israel because he showed contempt for the
Jewish people. The spies showed contempt for the Jewish people by
comparing them to grasshoppers. The rabbis also say that the spies
thought that the Jewish people were not up to the task of conquering
the land of Canaan. They felt that even if the Jewish people could
conquer the land of Canaan physically, the Jewish people would be
conquered spiritually by the idolatry of the inhabitants of the land of
Canaan. They did not have confidence in the people, and they tried to
manipulate them into rejecting what they thought was not good for
them. Moshe, too, treated the people with contempt when he struck the
rock in order to obtain water instead of speaking to it. The Rambam
says that Moshe’s sin was not that he struck the rock but that he yelled
at the people before he struck the rock. “Listen, rebels, shall I bring
forth water from this rock?” In other words, he treated the people with
disdain. He called them names. He did not try to understand their pain.
He acted in this particular instance uncharacteristically arrogant. This
time Moshe treated the people with condescension and contempt. He
only did it once to the whole people, yet he was punished for it.
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The rabbis also fell us that when the 250 elders of the Tribe of Levi
rebelled against him under the leadership of Korach, Moshe mocked
them justead of answering their concern. He said, “You take upon
yourself too much, Sons of Levi.” He was only answering them in kind
because they had said to him, *You take upon yourself too much because
all the congrepation is holy.” (3-d. however, used the same expression,
“Rav lecha—you take upon yoursclf too much, Moshe, when you
beseech Me to rescind My decree banning you from entering the land
of Israel.” A leader’s responsibility is to be inclusive, not exclusive.
He should not hold any member of the community in contempt and he
should not dismiss their views with disdain. He should respectfully
listen to them and not treat them like they are stupid idiots. This applies
in families, too, as well as o teachers vis-ad-vis their students. Many
times, people fecl that since they have a quicker intellect, they can fool
people into accepting their positions. They can present their positions
in such a way so that those who hear them cannot rebut them, and,
therefore, since they cannot rebut them, they must accept them. These
people make the mistake of thinking that since these people cannot
rebut them, they, therefore, agree with them. Most of the time, this is
not so. The people manipulated know that something is wrong. They
may not he able to articulate it, but they certainly are not convinced. It
is like when I go before our nursery school or Talmud Torah and try to
convince the kids that T have cleven lingers. I count backwards on one
hand, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, and then point to my other hand and
say that if we add the five fingers on my other hand, the total is eleven.
None of the kids can explain what 1s wrong but they all know that
something is wrong. You cannot. by manipulation and seemingly
overpowering intellect, convince people that things that they know are
fundamentally wrong, are right. The Communists tried it for over 70
years and it did not work. The people in Russia were never convinced.

Even after the spies had manipulated the Jewish people, the next
morning the Jewish people woke up and knew that they had made a
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mistake by listening to them. They had been manipulated. It was too
late, though. Some of the people said, “Now let’s go up to the land of
Israel,” and they defied Moshe’s warning that it was too late and they
went up to Isracl and were beaten back. The trouble many times with
the intellectual elite in any society is that they think they know what is
always best. If you believe in democracy, though, you have to ultimately
explain in clear terms to all strata of society your views without disdain
ot condescension; otherwise, the leadership which represents your views
will be thrown out of office at the next election. As Abraham Lincoln
said, “You can fool some of the pcople some of the time, but you can’t
fool all of the people all of the time.”

In the Torah portion Naso, we learn how one of the subclans of the
Tribe of Levi, the sons of Gershon, were counted. In the previous Torah
portion, the clan of Kahas were counted. The clan of Kahas carried the
important objects of the Tabernacle, the Ark which contained the Ten
Commandments, the menorah, the table, etc. when the Tabernacle was
moved in the desert. The sons of Gershon carried the coverings and
curtains, either on their shoulders or on wagons. The Torah states,
“Count the sons of Gershon also they.” The rabbis ask, why does it use
the expression “also they™? The answer they give is that even though
the sons of Gershon did not deal with the menorah and the Ten
Commandments, they still counted and their opinions should be still
valued.

In our day, many times intellectuals look down on the common people.
They treat them with disdain and contempt. This is wrong and ultimately
self-defeating. One of the main reasons why the Labor Party in Israel
lost the last election was because of the disdain and contempt that many
in the Labor Party held for the lower strata of society and for anybody
in Israel who disagreed with them. Their partners in the previous
coalition, Meretz, also spewed out nothing but contempt and disdain
for all Jewish tradition. They in their party platform stated that they
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wanted to remove all vestiges of Jewish culture and religion from the
life of Isracl. They even wanted to repeal the Law of Return. People
react to being treated with disdain and contempt. They do not like to be
treated that way and they personally will get involved in order to
preserve their dignity and self-respect. This is what happened in Israel.
The contempt and disdain of the intellectual elite in Israel mobilized
those elements of the Israeli society which had been stigmatized as
primitive and medieval, stupid and ignorant. Let us hope and pray that
this attitude of contempt and disdain is a thing of the past now in the
public lifc of Israel and among Jews everywhere. It is counterproductive
and destructive. Evervone counts. You do not have to be an intellectual
in order to have a worthwhile opinion. We should not mock each other.
We should discuss with each other. Arrogance has no place in public
discourse,

In our families, too, we must remember this, We must listen attentively
to our children, to our spouscs, and to the people around us. This does
not mean that we have 1o accept their opinions. This just means that
we have to let the people with whom we are arguing know that even
though we may disagree with them, they are not subhuman because
they hold opinions different from ours. Moshe Rabbeinu was punished
because he treated the total Jewish people just once with disdain, How
much more so should we be carcful not to trcat any members of our
family or our community with disdain. If we will treat each other with
respect, then we can rest assured that we will be able to develop a
Jewish community here and in Israel which will truly be a light unto
the nations.







VAESCHANAN

Dreams, Details, Fire, and Light

e all know that for us to make it in life, we need a dream.
Without a dream, it is impossible to deal with the daily
problems and inevitable disappointments. Without a dream,

without a goal, we cannot overcome anything. Without a dream, as we
learn in the Tannach, people will perish.

When a couple concentrates only on the little, petty problems of their
marriage and no fonger look at the love and dreams and goals that
brought them together, that marriage will soon crash. If all the couple
is interested in is the complaints the wife has against the husband for
not putting the toothpaste away, and all the husband thinks about is
how the wife does not dust the furniiture carefully, then that marriage
will soon cease. We all need a vision of the future. Petty problems will
always exist. Nothing always goes smoothly. In fact, the rule of the
thumb is that we have to do everything twice. You call the repairman
and almost always you have to call him back because he forgot to do
something.

You have your house painted, and you have to call the painter back for
touch ups. You order something from a store, and they forget a piece or
send you the wrong thing. You know that the goal of having the house
painted or the appliance fixed is worth a little aggravation and you put
up with it. When it comes to living together with another person and
accomplishing common goals, these little petty annoyances should be
swept under the rug. They should not be made the focus of everything
that is happening. 1 have seen so many weddings ruined for the bride
and groom or for the parents of the bride or groom because they
concentrate on the one or two things that did not go right instead of
concentrating on the 90-95 percent of things that did go right. At every
simcha, one or two things are going to go wrong. A few invitations
will be misaddressed, some of the flowers are not going to be perfect,
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the caterer will forget one food item that nobody cares about anyway.
Instead of enjoying the simcha, the host will stew about these minor
things, and everyone will have a good time except the host who’s
worrying about these few items about which nobody cares anyway. I
am reminded of the story told about the bride who was talking to her
caterer and said, “Now, remember [ want even the most inconsequential
detail perfect,” and the caterer looked at her and said, “Don’t worry.
['m sure the groom will show up.” In a wedding, cveryone should
remember that the important thing is that the bride and groom are getling
marricd, all their friends and relatives have come, and everybody is
having a good time. Whether the place cards are this way or that way,
whether the band plays this music or that music, what difference does
it make?

We ali know that life is not like a computer. Computers are very
demanding. You leave out cne dot or comma or squiggle from a
computer address, and nothing happens. You have to be 100 percent
precise for a computer program to work. We are not computers; we are
human beings. It is true that we can learn a lot from our own technology,
but we have to remember that we create the technology. The technology
did not ¢create us. Onge hundred and {ifty years ago, they tell the story of
how some Chassidim took their rebbe Lo sce some modern inventions.
They took him to sec a telegraph. He immediately looked at it and said,
“That’s marvelous. What is written here is recorded over there.” of
course, referring to the fact that what we do here on carth is recorded
by G-d in heaven. They took him to a train station. he said, “This is
marvelous because the train teaches us that if we do not come on time,
we will not be able 1o take our journcy.” Of course, he referred to the
fact that if we do not do mitzvahs when we have the opportunity, we
lose the gpiritual journey involved.

e looked at the steam engine pulling 50 ratlcars and said, *See, one
hot car can pull 50 cold cars.”
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It is true we can learn a ot from our own technology, but we have to
always remember that we are human, that more important than the
precise details are our dreams. this does not mean, though, that we
should not have details. We cannot have a wedding without a chupah,
without a ketubah, without witnesses. We cannot have a simcha without
music, food, flowers, ctc. Just the exact sizes and dimensions are not
that important.

In the Torah portion Vaeschanan, we learn about these things. We learn
that what sustained Moshe throughout his 40 years of leadership of the
Jewish people was his drecam. his dream to enter into the land of Israel.
He was denied that dream, but it was clear the dream sustained him
and gave him courage and hope. Only when he grew impatient and
shouted at the people that they were rebels did he betray his dream and
show that he was not really fit to lead the Jewish people into the land of
Israel. He was not the leader for the new generation.

The Jewish people, too, were given a dream at Mount Sinai. The Torah
portion says. “The day that G-d spoke to you in Choraiv from the midst
of'the fire. The Jewish dream burned as fire betore them, but the Jewish
people were too overwhelmed by the passion of the dream. And the
Torah says, referring to Moshe. He stood between G-d and you at that
time 1o declare the word of (5-d because you were afraid of the fire.”

Sometimes, dreams arc scary. There is a big difference between a {ire
and a light. A fire burns uncontrolled. It consumes everything in its
path. This happens to some people because of their dreams. too. In
America. especially, we have not taught our children how to turn their
ficry dreams into a steady light. They become consumed by the passion
of their dreams and they go beyond the limits which are prosceribed for
cach ot us. They get involved in drugs and alcchol and all sorts of
perversions which will not fulfill their dreams. Some even do illegal
acts. This onlv leads to destruction,
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The Jewish people, after they were given the Ten Commandments,
came to Moshe and pleaded with him to receive the rest of the Torah
for them. They said, “Why should we die because this great fire will
consume us?” We all know that many times people are overwhelmed
by their dreams, especially intellectuals. They are able to do terrible
things. Stalin, in the name of humanity, killed twenty million people.
Pol Pot in Cambodia killed two million of his own people in the name
of his ideal. Dreams can be destructive as well as constructive. Many
marriages have also been broken because husbands or wives have
pursued their dreams irrespective of their family. Their family had to
be sacrificed, they thought, to fulfill their dreams.

The menorah is the main symbol of our faith. The rabbis say the reason
it is the main symbol of our faith is because Aaron, the high priest, was
to take the fire from the altar and cause it to burn as a steady light. In
the menorah, the flame was controlled. It was a steady passion which
always illuminated and did not destroy, and that is what the Torah is
supposed to do, too. It is supposed to allow us to maintain our
enthusiasm and our love for each other, to allow us to realize our
ambitions while being part of a family and a people, while being moral.
It teaches us that we must always have dreams, but dreams that are
steady, continuous, and do not destroy.

Right after we learn about the Ten Commandments, we learn about the
Shema. In the Shema, the first word, Shema, has a big Ayin, and the
last word, echad, has a big Dalet. The rabbis say that stands for the
word ayd, witness. We Jews are supposed to witness in the world that
we can live a moral and decent life, and we can all be G-d’s partner in
making this a better world. The two letters left in these two words, the
Shin and the Mem, in the word Shema, and the Aleph and Chet in the
word echad, spell out “Sham Ach”"there is your brother.” To be a
witness to G-d, we have to learn to treat our brother correctly. But the
Aleph. the Chet. the Shin, and the Mem can also be read, taking the




VAESCHANAN: Dreams, Details, Fire, and Light ! 251

Aleph from echad and combining it with the Shin of Shema, and the
Chet of echad and combining it with the Mem of Shema. as aish cham,
which means a hot fire. We should be filled with enthusiasm and a hot
fire, but this {ire should be contained within the Shema, contained within
ethical principles, family principles. godly principles. None of us can
live without a dream, but the dream must flame up within a menorah. It
must not be destructive; it must be steady and give light; it must be
contained in the Shema.

Let us all hope and pray that all of us will be [illed with dreams so we
will be able to overcome the inevitable problems of life; that our dreams
will always give us light and warmth but never turn into blazing
conflagrations that destroy us and others; that they will be instead a
stcady beacon to allow us to realize our best selves, to build good
families, and to make this a better world. Amen.







EKEV

Soluations, Criticisms, and Hope

hat does ittake to make itin this world? What characteristics

mustwe possess to have the confidence to face the problems

that we all have to lace in [ifc? This problem has been
aceentuated Lately by the suicides of several prominent people. Admiral
Burda commitied suicide tor what seems something very trivial: whether
he deserved a few httle ribbons he had on his chest. There is a former
Chicel of Naval Operations. Admiral Zumwalt. who said he did, but
others said he did not. and. hecause of this. Admiral Burda committed
suicide. One of the Rothehilds just recently committed suicide. He lost
atew dollars and. therefore. for some reason. although he was still a

multi-millionaire. decided to commit suicide. Why s it that many rich
and famous people commit suicide? What drives them 1o this?

One of the many reasons is beeanse they are contronted with insoluble
problems: at least they think their problems are insoluble. There is no
way oul. Theretore. the only wuy out is to destroy themselves. This is
not a Jewish view. The Jewish view is that there 1s always a solution to
our problems. Sometimes the solution is not readily apparent, but o
every problem. there is a solution. 'Phat's why there are so many Jewish
scientists and that’s why there have always been so many Jewish doctors:
we have abways belicved that -G-d has crealed the Retuah, the cure,
before e ereated the Makah. the disease. It is not true that problems
are insoluble. Tt is true that maybe right now we cannot see how to
sokve certain problems. but all problems have a solution. We just have
to have the courage to search for these solutions. They are there, and
they may appear in all sorts of ditferent ways we cannot imagine.

That's why in Judaism the question is so vers important. There are
many words for the word question in the Talmud, because the Talmud
teaches us not only about the text of the Torah and not only about the
oral law. but also how to look on life. Normally, when we go to school,
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we are taught in an entirely different way than the Talmud teaches us.
We are taught: here 1s a problem, solve it. After we have arrived at a
‘solution, we then go on to another problem and solve it, but that is not
the Talmud’s way. The Talmud’s way is to give us a problem and then
solve it, and then ask if there is another solution and another solution
and another solution. Usually to every problem, there are many more
than one solution. In fact, sometimes there are 20 or even 50 solutions.
Not all solutions are equally good and, therefore, we have to weigh
which of these solutions we want to use in solving the problem. There
could be disagreements as to what is the best solution in any given
circumstance, but life 1s always filled with different solutions to the
same problem.

One of the reasons Jews have always risen to the top in every society in
which they have lived is because of this questioning nature that we
have. If this solution does not work, we will try another solution. We
are not stuck with one solution and, therefore, we have always in the
past believed that we can solve our problems. If the original solution
we arrived at is not the correct solution, then we will arrive at another
solution and eventually we will be able to solve the problem. In fact,
that is the whole basis of Jewish learning. In Jewish learning, we are
always worrled more about the question than the answer. There can be
more than one answer to a good question. We are more interested in
the question because if one of our answers does not pan out in real life,
we will have other solutions to fall back on. Therefore, we can pursue
and push ahead. We do not have to feel that our problems that we have
run up against are insoluble. That is, of course, why Judaism has been
able to continue throughout all these thousands of vears.

In fact, that is why Tisha B’ Av is considered in many respects a holiday
and not just the saddest day in the Jewish calendar. The rcason for that
is because on this day, we recognized that we did not selve our problems
correctly as a nation. “Because of out sins we have been exiled from
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our land.” Therefore, we have to come to grips with the fact that we
did not deal correctly with each other. There was senseless hatred. We
tore ourselves apart. We let our divisions be stronger than our united
front against a strong enemy, the Romans. This is something we have
had to learn through bitter experience, through the exile. Thank G-d,
except for a few exceptions, we Jews have realized that we have to
develop mechanisms to solve our problems internally. We cannot, when
we feel our solution is right, impose that solution on the rest of the
Jewish people. Violent imposition of solutions on the people is not a
way to solve our problems.

That 1s why Tisha B’ Av is considered a holiday. On Tisha B’ Av, we do
not say Ovinu Malkeynu and we also do not say Tachnun because even
from the severest criticism and severest defeat we can rise to greater
heights. This is a traditional Jewish doctrine, that sometimes one must
have a great fall in order to rise even higher. Many times, we do not
realize that we are on the wrong path until the path causes us to run
over a cliff, and then we have to pick ourselves up and choose a better
path, but we can and we should never give up.

That’s why the Haphtorah for the Shabbos before Tisha B’ Av is called
Chazon. The rabbis explain that even though this Torah portion is filled
with words of rebuke and about the coming destruction of Jerusalem
and the Jewish State, this Haphtorah is a Haphtorah of hope because it
says that as long as the Jewish people maintain their vision, they wiil
be able to overcome everything. It is the vision that counts. If you lose
sight of the vision, then you are going to let the terrible troubles that
intervene between you and your vision destroy you. You are going to
let the criticism of your opponents destroy you. In fact, Judaism
welcomes criticism, because without criticism, you cannot grow.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Reb Yochanan. Reb Yochanan
was the greatest rabbi of his generation. He lived into his nineties.
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Around him is based the whole Jerusalem Talmud and most of the
Babylonian Talmud. Reb Yochanan had a study partner. Rabbi Shimon
Ben Lokesh. He was actually known as Reshlokesh. who. himself, had
an interesting history. Ile had been a gladiator and a brigand but
eventually had been brought back to Torah. and was the study partner
of Reb Yochanan. They learned together incessantly.

Reshlokesh used to question every single thing that Reb Yochanan said
and taught. After Reshlokesh died. Reb Yochanan gathered the rest of
his students, and every time he would make @ point. all his students
would bring all sorts of references (rom the text to prove his point, that
Reb Yochanan was right. Reb Yochanan did not like that. TIe complained
bitterly and said. “Why are you bringing me text to prove that I am
right? Bring me text to prove that [ am wrong, like Reshlokesh used to
do, because how can 1 learn and clarify my opinions if all you are going
to do is be yes men?” That is exactly true. As long as the criticism is
not personal attacks on a person but is on the policies and views and
ideas that are set forth, the criticism is very, very positive. Judaism
accepts criticism. Judaism accepts questions. Every question is valid
as long as it is from within the tradition. What do | mcan by from
within the tradition? | meun that if vou ask a question and you assume
that there is no answer, that is not a valid question. If you assume that
there 1s an answer, even though vou do not know it and your teachers
do not know it and some of the greatest rabbis do not know it but
eventually vou believe there will be an answer, then that is a very valid
question because you have assumed that therc is an answer. You have
assumed Judaism’s position even though the answer is not cvident to
you or to your teachers or may not be evident to other great rabbis and
may have to wait until the time of the Mashiach to come. In fact, many
times in the Talmud the rabbis end with the word taiku, which means
that Elijah the Prophet is going to come and give the answers to our
questions and our problems. The most important thing in Judaism is to
recognize that in spite of our problems. in spite of our questions, there
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1s an answer and a problem is soluble. No problem should drive us to
commit suicide. as has happened in the last few years to many people.
We cannot understand why they would think their problems insoluble,
but that is the way they thought.

In fact, when we read in the Torah portion Devorim about how Moshe
Rabbeinu is asking others to bear his burden of leadership because it
was Just too hard to bear the whole problems of the Jewish people,
(3-d gave him a council of 70. [t is interesting to note that G-d did not
take any of the inspiration away from Moshe. Moshe still had the same
inspiration, but now Moshe had somebody to discuss his problems
with, and in the discussion of the problems, different aspects became
clarified. When these aspects became clarified, he was more able to
come to a correct decision. Later on in the Torah portion, too, it says
that Moshe said that if you have problems that are more difficult you
bring them 1o me. He said, “If the thing that is too hard for you, you
should bring it to me and [ will listen to it.” Tt does not say necessarily
that he will solve it because Judaism knows as modern psychiatry has
taught, that sometimes just by a person telling you his problems, he
clarifies them in his mind and is able to solve them. So Moshe said,
yes, come to me and [ will solve your problems. I will solve your
problems by listening to you and you, yourself, will solve the problems.
Of course, it sometimes happened that their problems were not solved
by saying their problems, they were not solved and then Moshe would
give his opinion and if he did not know, he would ask G-d. Some rabbis
claim that Moshe Rabbeinu was punished because of this, that it seemed
that he was enjoying overweening pride. He was exhibiting hubris
because he said if problems are too hard for you, you come to me and
I will listen to them. What that, of course, meant was not that Moshe
had hubris, as some rabbis contend. Tt just proved that Moshe believed
that there was a solution to all problems. Moshe was not ashamed to
bring the problem before G-d. Afterall, G-d had given Moshe the whole
Torah. Moshe did not claim that he knew everything. He just said that
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if you do not understand the problem, come to me and we will discuss
it. If [ do not understand it, [ will bring it to G-d, because ultimately
there are answers to all our questions, even though right now we may
not know what they are. Of course, we should never pretend to know
what they are if we do not know what they are. We have to be rigorously
honest.

So the most important thing 1s to not be afraid of your problems, not be
afraid of criticism because sometimes the very best thing that can happen
is that you are criticized. Now, of course, sometimes it can happen that
the person who is criticizing you is talking on an altogether different
level than you are talking and your words are passing each other and
never really engaging each other. Many times, the words are very
important because they allow you to come to grips with a problem and
solve the problem before it gets worse. This is why the rabbis tell us
that we should never be afraid of our problems, that we should always
figure out a way to solve the problems. We know that the Shabhos
before Tisha B'Av 1s the Shabbos Chazon because the most important
thing that we need to selve our problems is a vision, a vision of what
we want things to be, a vision which has been shared throughout Jewish
history by all Jews, where Jews will live together in an independent
land implementing the visions of cur prophets, being a light to humanity.
Many times. it seems that we cannot achieve this goal. yet, we should
never give up on this goal, This is our goal. This 1s our vision no matter
what the ups and downs of the current situation.

The next Haphtorah is Nachamu. In fact, there arc only three Shabbosim,
four if you count Shabbos Hagodol, that are named after Haphtorahs.
One is the Shabbos before Tisha B Av, Shabbos Chazon, and the other
is the Shabbos after Tisha B'Av, the Shabbos Nachamu. How are we
comforted when we see troubles come upon us? We are comforted
when we realize that when we take the wrong path there 1s another
path. that we have alternatives, that we should never say that problems
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are insoluble. There is a comfort even in the fact that we know right
now our situation 1s not the best, but, yet, we know which path not to
take now. We know that the solution we first used to solve our problem
1s not correct but there are other solutions, so let us look at the other
solutions. Then finally we have the Shabbos Shuva, the Shabbos of
turning. After we sec that there are other solutions, then we should try
the other solutions, and in this way we will be able to overcome
everything.

This, too, is what the Torah portion Eikev is talking about when it
admonishes us that we should realize that it is not on bread alone that
man lives but on what comes out of the mouth of G-d. In other words,
you can be rich like a Rothschild and still commit suicide. You can
have the most powerful position in the United States Navy and still
commit suicide. What do you need? You need more than material things.
You need a vision of the future. Unless people have a vision, they will
perish. You have to realize that all problems are soluble, maybe not
immediately and maybe not within your generation, but eventually they
will be solved. Your personal problems can be solved, too. There 1s no
problem that should weigh on you so terribly that you feel that you
must commit suicide to solve it. Of course, people have mental diseases
and suffer from all sorts of physical diseases which may drive them to
suicide, but basically people commit suicide because they feel there is
no way out. This sentence is teaching us that there is a way out. What
comes out of the mouth of G-d is what causes man to live. There is a
way out. G-d has given you the capacity to look at your problem from
many differcnt angles and to find a solution. You can make it in life.
[ife can be good. Eventually, you can overcome your problems. Just
look for other solutions. Don’t give up; begin to implement these other
solutions. Eventually, you will overcome. Let’s all hope and pray that
we will all overcome our problems so that the Mashiach will come
quickly in our day, Amen.







RE’EH
The Past, Mistakes, Moving On, The Future

ne of the hardest things we have to do is free ourselves from

the shackles of the past. So often. we dwell on the past when

we should look 1o the future. We cannot forgive what others
have done to us: and many times  even though others have forgiven
us — we cannot forgive ourselves for what we have done. We constantly
look backward instead of forward. It is important to remember the past,
especially the mistakes of the past so we will not repeat them. Haowever,
we should not constantly dwell on the past and allow it (o completely
dominate our lives. We must look to the future. We must not shut out
possibilitics for future growth because we are so focused on the past
misdeeds of others or those of ourselves,

So many people arc so overcome with guilt that they have literally
been rendercd immobile. They can no longer grow because their past
experiences have so traumatized them. Judaism teaches that G-d will
forgive us if we repent. Yet, c¢ven if those we have wronged have
forgiven us, many times we cannot forgive ourscives. This in many
instances is just a copout. To change is hard. Sometimes it is casier just
to stay passive and immobile rather than to chanpe. Other times. though,
this resistance to change stems from a deep conviction that this person
fecls. He feels that he 18 no good. that he is unworthy. that he can never
amount to anything. This type of attitude is completely antithetical to
the teachings of our faith.

In the Torah portion Re'eh. we learn. “You are children to the Lord
your G-d.” Fach of us has potential. Each of us is created in G-ds
image. Fach of us can continue to rise and to do good. We are all children
of G-d. As Rabbi Meier tcaches us. whetiwer ae do good or bad, G-d
still will consider us His children. We never lose our potentiality. If
G-d has forgiven us, then we should be abi. o forgive ourselves and
move on. We should never say. [ am rotten and no good.”™ This casls
aspersions not only upon ourselves but upon (-d.
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We also learn in the Torah portion Re’eh that we are not supposed to
sacrifice to G-d except to “the place that He will choose from all the
tribes to put His name there.” Why didn’t the Torah just tell us the
name of the place? Why did it have to say “to the place which the Lord
vour G-d will choose?”

The answer given is because there are many potential futures out there,
but it is up to us to make them become reality. G-d will designate the
place for us after we have done everything we can, but we must move.
We must go forward. G-d has many good things in the future for us,
but as we say in the beginning of this Torah portion, “See, I have given
before you today a blessing and a curse.” This sentence begins in the
singular but ends in the plural. You, as an individual, “See,” have been
given many options. That is why “before you™ is plural. There are many
possible futures. It is up to us to turn our life into a blessing and not a
curse. We can all only do this if we move forward.

That’s why a few sentences later, we learn, “And it will be when the
Lord your G-d will bring you to the land which you are coming there to
inherit. The expression used for *“and it will be” is v’haya, which always
introduces happy event. The question then can be asked, why is this a
happy event? The rabbis answer, because it says, “You shall deliver
the blessing on Mount Grisim and the curse on Mount Abel?” The
happy event is that there is a blessing out there, but if we fail to live
focused on the future and the mitzvahs of Hashem, curses will overcome
us. How often have people come to me complaining about things that
happened in their childhood and teenage years. They cannot get over
the way their parents or siblings treated them because of some real or
imagined offenses. They are unable to move forward in their own lives,
they ruin their own children’s lives: to prevent repeating the mistakes
of their parents, they go overboard on their own children. They are
much too permissive, and the children turn out bad or vice versa.
Sometimes, they concentrate solely on one child in the family. This
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child resembles them, so as to ensure that this child is not neglected or
harmed, they will neglect their other children. Some have so internalized
what they feel were the lessons of their youth—that they were rotten—
they treat the child that resembles them in a very abusive manner.
Usually, T find that children who are being verbally and emotionally
abused by one of their parents are children who most closely resemble
that parent. That parent so passionately hates himself that he hates the
child who resembles him. Other people are so consumed by guilt over
a real offense, which has long since been forgiven and forgotten by the
person they wronged, that they cannot function in life. These people
do not understand the concept of Teshuva. These people are many times
drawn to superstition and false panaceas. They want so much to rid
themselves of their guilt and inadequacies that they look toward false
gods and false fads to save them; e.g., if | only go on a diet, 1 will
become beautiful; if T will only be given this position or believe this
thing, I will be transformed.

This Torah portion, too, speaks about false prophets. We do not need
any false prophets. We do not need any fads to be beautiful. Beauty is
something from the inside out. Because we are all children of G-d, we
have within us a Neshoma, a soul, which yearns to grow and expand
and go higher and higher. As the Malbim said, “A godly light is found
in us all, like a seed planted in our souls ready to expand and multiply
when it is watered, tended to, and cared for.” That’s why it says in
Psalms, “Light is sown for the righteous and for the upright... in heart,
joy.” For a Jew, especially, the future is what beckons, not the past. The
past is to be recognized. learned, and built upon, but it is the future that
we must work for. The Mashiach is not here yet.

We reiterate this lesson again when we learn in the Torah portion, Re’eh,
“Because vou are a holy people to the Lord your G-d, G-d has chosen
you to be for Himself as a trecasured people.” We have failings, and we
will make mistakes., but we should not be paralyzed by our mistakes,
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One of the differences between a seasoned worker and a novice is that
a seasoned worker docs not panic when he makes mistakes. He knows
he can correct them and move on. A novice, many times, becomes
paralyzed by his mistakes and cannot move on. Most times in life, we
are given many chances to succeed. We should not say, “Well, since 1
did not take advantage of an opportunity up to now, I will forget about
it,” even though there is still a day or two left to take advantage of the
opportunity. We should not say, “Well, because 1 have not filled out
this form yet, ] will not do it.” We should not say, “Well, I will not
correct the mistake [ made. It's too much trouble.,” We should not be
traumatized by our mistakes, We should correct them and move on.
We also should not be ecmbarrassed to admit our mistakes and to
apologize o those we have wronged. Some people cannot apologize.
They can never say, T am sorry.” Therefore, they can never move on.

All of us are, so to speak, poised to cross the Jordan. The word Jordan
in Hebrew means “to come down.” All of us in life do things which
bring us down. We must get over this descent, this drecadful comedown,
and rise again. We are to cross aover the Jordan and enter into the land
which GG-d has promised us. Yes. there will still be problems. We will
always meet not only victories but also defeats; but we can always pick
oursclves up again and make our lives into a blessing. Our mistakes
should not make us feel powerless. The blessing comes when we look
to Mount Grisim. It comes when we cut ourselves off from the mistakes
of the past by icarning from these mistakes and by determining not to
do them again. not by standing on Mount Abel, which can stand for
“Avar Yivch B” Chor Leebeinu, the past will be the choice of our heart.”

We are not doomed by our past. That is Judaism’s lesson. We never
forfeit our free will. We should never be chained by the bitter
experiences of our youth. The past should be remembered, but should
be gone bevond. One of the miracles of our age is how the Holocaust
survivors were not so traumatized by their experience that they ended
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up totally passive, fearing to raise a family and to start anew. Instead,
the lessons of Judaism so permeated them that they were abie to look
to the future and become some of the greatest leaders of our community,
providing energy in the United States and Israel for a Jewish renaissance.
They truly have not let the past immobilize them. Not only have they
not forgotten what happened, but they have looked to the future. They
are determined that the lessons of the past should never be forgotten,
and determined the past should not deny them a future.

As we approach the holiday of Tisha B’Av, we should always be
cognizant of the fact that the rabbis teach that on Tisha B Av the
Mashiach will be born, that the terrible things that have happened to us
or that we have done to ourselves should never allow us to give up.
They should just point us to act with more resolve toward the future.
G-d has given us many possibilities, but we have to actuate them. Let
us ali hope and pray that none of us will forget the past, but that we will
not let it immohilize us so we will not have a future, We, as individuals
and as the Jewish people. can and will have an even better future than
we have today if we work {or it. Amen.







SHOFTEEM

Truth, Disagreement, and Love

ne of the hardest problems we all face religiously and in our

private lives is how to love peaple with whom we disagree,

How can we disagree with each other without being
disagreeable? We know that Judaism is based on truth, and we are
supposed to pursue truth, but many times in our pursuit of truth, we
come across people who will not recognize the faci that their opinions
are false. Should we shut them up? Should we teil them that by their
prattling nonsense they are misleading people, or do we allow them to
continue saying foolish things which may even get other people in a lot
of trouble? How are we to handle people whose views we oppose? We
also know that Judaism is based on peace. For the sake of peace, should
we never contradict anybody whose views we know are wrong? Are
we, for the sake of peace, to absorb blows and not respond?

The rabbis teach us that G-d, in His infinite wisdom, created the world
with conflict and controversy as part of its nature. G-d ordained there
must be tensien and dissension in the world, but that it must be
channeled in a positive way. When two people clash furiously, debating
different points, they can reveal truth which would not be apparent to
either one of them. G-d. according to the rabbis, has given us a choice.
We can either resolve our conflicts on the battlefield, or through
discussions. Many people confuse tolerance with approval. When a
person is tolerant, it doesn’t mean that he approves of the other person’s
positions or actions. He is just willing to let the other person exercise
his free will. Because we are all finite beings, we cannot grasp the
whole truth. We can only grasp part of the truth. Some of us can grasp
more of the truth than others, but none of us has the whole truth, Through
discussion, knowledge and truth become mae..ifest in the world.

That’s why Jewish learning is always dialectical. We are supposed to
constantly discuss things with each other. We are supposed to constantly
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learn the conflicting opinions that the different rabbis have on different
subjects. This allows us to come to grips with the idea that even these
great men were not always right, even these great men needed the
discussions with their peers and even with their inferiors to grasp more
of the truth than they had before. The rabbis teach that we learn a lot
from our teachers, more from our peers, and most from our students.
Those who question us, those who challenge us, allow us to deepen
our understanding.

In the Pirkei Avos, we learn that all arguments that are for the sake of
heaven, in the end will endure, but all arguments that are not for the
sake of heaven will not endure. What can this possibly mean? The
verse goes on to say: “What is an argument for the sake of heaven?”
The Rabbi’s answer: “This was the argument between Hillel and
Shammai.” And: “What is the argument that is not for the sake of
heaven?” The Rabbi’s answer: “This is the argument of Korach and all
his group.” There is obviously a mistake here because Korach did not
have an argument with his group. He had an argument with Moshe.

What this paragraph is talking about is that there are many problems in
life that can never be solved, problems of independence and dependence,
problems of freedom and equality, problems of social equality. These
problems have to be revisited every generation. Judaism never believes
in either/or; it believes in both. It believes that we have to do things
that please ourselves and please others. These are the arguments that
are for the sake of heaven. They will endure. Every generation will
have to solve them in their context. There are arguments, though, which
are not for the sake of heaven. These are for personal glory. These are
not arguments of sincere seekers of the truth. These are arguments of
people who want to take advantage of you or gain wealth and honor at
your expense, Korach and his group were not arguing with Moshe. All
they wanted to do was displace Moshe and Aaron to gain wealth and
honor. Their argument was really among themselves: how to divide
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the spoils. Most of them were not motivated by any great ideal. They
were motivated only by greed and envy and jealousy.

The arguments of Hille]l and Shammai, on the other hand, were
arguments which still resonate within the Jewish community about the
balance between religious values and nationalistic values in Judaism;
about balancing the rights and duties of the poor and the rich; of the
necessity of balancing lenient interpretations with strict interpretations;
the necessity of balancing understanding of human weaknesses with
our desire for perfection. These problems will always be with us. Do
we interpret Jewish law strictly or leniently in a given situation? Do
we accommodate the world or try to stand up to the world?

The rabbis teach us that for three years the school of Hillel and the
school of Shammai debated. Each one claimed that the halacha should
be decided according to its school. Finally, the heavenly voice came
forth and proclaimed: “Both Hillel and Shammai speak the words of
the Living G-d.” Why then, if they were both correct, do we follow the
rulings of the school of Hillel? The answer, the Talmud teaches us in
Eiruvin 13, is because the students of Hillel were always humble and
kind, and always discussed the rulings of the school of Shammai even
before they discussed their own rulings. The school of Shammai,
however, would never discuss the rulings of the school of Hillel.

We are called upon to always disagree without being disagreeable. This
was the secret that Avraham Ovinu taught us. He is called Ivri, which
means he was on one stde and the whole world was on the other because
his beliefs were different than everyone else’s; yet he was kind and
welcoming. His house was open to everyone. He was hospitable to
everyone. He talked to everyone. He did not compromise his beliefs,
but he did not treat other people with disgust or disrespect. He realized
that not everybody was ready for his beliefs, that his beliefs were
different and strange and that it would take time for people to understand
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them, maybe thousands of years: however. this did not mcan that he
should treat his fellow human beings with contempt. He was still to
love them and care for them and be considerate of them even though
they did not agree with him. Judaism teaches that we are to hate evil
actions and not evil doers. Of course, if people are not just discussing
ideas but are killing people and harming people, we have to stop them.
But, if people are just expressing views that we cannot agree with, that
i$ no reason to throw them in jail or harm them or treat them with
contempt. As the Maharal said, “Lven in matters of Judaism, if a person
voices heretical opinions not to msult us but because he believes in
them, we should never tell him to be quiet, but rather work with him to
clarify his own opinions. We should allow the other party 1o speak as
much as he wants, and if we cut him off, we are wcakening our own
position. What strength are we showing it we do not even give the
opposition the right to talk? Just as there are no two faces that are just
exactly alike, so, too, there arc no two opinions that are exactly alike.
Just as you cannot expect your opponent to change his face to look like
yours, SO can you not expect someone to change his opinion to be like
yours, the Kotzker Recbbe says.

In the Torah portion Shoftim. we learn many of these things. We learn,
first of all, that we are to set up judges and bailiffs in all our cities, and
we learn that there must be strict standards of judicial procedures
established. Vigilante justice is not allowed. We are to make sure that
due judicial process is always maintained. A person was not to be
condemned for his views alone. He had to commit an act which was
witnessed not by just one witness but by two witnesses. There had to
be wamning. We are ncver to judge other people harshly, even if they
disagree with us. We learn: “Righteousness, righteousness you shall
pursue,” which the rabbis interpret to mean that you should pursue
even justice and righteousness righteously. Process is as important as
facts. If a judge would see a person committing an act, he had to
disqualify himself from the casc. You could argue and say why. He saw
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it with his own eyes, but the answer is, first of all, he is only one witness,
and, second, sometimes we do not always see everything correctly. We
need corroboration from other sources. The judge, because he saw the
act, would not be able to give any weight to any other witness or
evidence. It is not our job to judge people; that is the job of appointed
judges. We are supposed to give everybody the benefit of the doubt, to
judge everybody favorably. That includes people with whom we
disagree.

The rabbis tell us that G-d has created this world purposefully with
conflict so we can learn more about ourselves and about the world and
gain deepened understanding. How can vou tell whether people are
really after the truth or only after self-aggrandizement? If right after
two Talmudic scholars or two scientists or two business associates have
had a very spirited discussion in which they have tried to arrive at a
conclusion, they still can be caring and affectionate to one another,
then, rest assured, they have fuifilled G-d’s plan for us. If, on the other
hand, they are filled with hatred or feelings of humiliation or triumph,
then they misuse this great gift which G-d has given us.

The rabbis interpret the first words here of the Torah portion, “Judges
and bailiffs you should appoint over you in all your gates,” as meaning
that vou should appoint over the gates ol your head, your eyes, your
nostrils, your mouth. your ears, self-censorship, judges and bailiffs who
will let you express your ideas with vigor and conviction, but will also
allow you, after you have cxpressed your views and heard your
opponent’s views, to still love and care for him. As we approach the
High Holidays, let us all remember this. Let us remember that we are
not called upon by our religion to give up our search for truth or our
intellectual integrity, but we are called upon to always realize that those
with whom we disagree are also endowed by (-d with the same desire
to scek truth and the same desire to maintain their inteliectual integrity.
We should always remember that just as there are no two faces alike,
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there are no two opinions that are alike, but that we were all created by
G-d. We should therefore still love each other, even though our faces
and our opinions may not be identical.




KI SATZAY
Time, Making Your Spouse Happy, and Being There

n the Torah portion Ki Thetze, we learn how when a man marries a

new wife he should not go into the army and should not obligate

himself in any manner. “He shall be free for his home for one year,
and he shall make happy his wife.” The Torah teaches us that an
individual is exempted from the army for one year after he marries.
This is very important. It takes time to make a marriage. It takes time
for the couple to know each other just as it takes a lot of time to raise
children. People talk about quality time, but really there is no such
thing as quality time. True, when you are with your kids you should do
things together with them, but it takes time to raise a child. A child has
to see how to react under different circumstances to gain a strong bond
with you. A person cannot spend an hour cvery week with a child and
bccome that child’s role model. I never understood marriages where
the husband was in one city and the wife in another and they met once
a month. It is important that the couple give each other time because
compromises have to be made. The couple has to learn to adjust to
each other while still making the other spouse happy.

Marriage can also only be successful if each spouse learns to overlook
things, One spouse may be very ncat and cannot stand when her husband
does not pick up his clothes and hang them up. The husband may be a
health nut and cannot stand toothpaste hanging out of the tube. It is
important that a couple overlook all these idiosyncrasies and remember
that the love which brought them together 1s more important than these
idiosyncrasies. We are taught that the husband must make his wife
happy. The couple must try to please each other. It is true that marriage
is never 50/50. In every marriage. there are givers and takers. If two
givers would marry they would not be happy, and if two takers marry
they most assuredly will not be happy. Most marriages are more like
70/30. In certain arcas. someonce will switch from a giver to a taker.
The important thing is to have a commitment. People come to me and
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say, “Rabbi, should we live together and see if the marriage will work?”
I tell them that will not tell them a thing. In fact, people who have lived
together before their marriage have a much higher divorce rate than
those who have not. Why? Because commitment is lacking. It is similar
to a person going to college as an auditor. He attends all the classes and
reads all the books, but he does not take any tests. He has no
psychological pressure on him, and, therefore, although he looks like a
student, he 1s not a student. It is the same with kids who like to slum.
They live in a poor neighborhood and pretend they are poor, but every
weekend they go home and enjoy their parents’ luxurious home and
get a big allowance. They look poor and act poor, but they are not poor.
Unless a couple has a marriage license, there is no psychological
pressure on them. They do not feel committed. It is the commitment
that makes the marriage.

The word happiness in Hebrew, seemach, is composed of three letters.
The Shin stands for shever, which can mean hope. It can also mean
broken. It can also mean food. A spouse has to make the other spouse
happy by sharing values, similar hopes, by being there when a spouse
has trouble, by providing sustenance, both physical and spiritual for
the spouse, by taking into consideration their feelings. It is not enough
to just do this with words, though. That’s why the second letter is Mem,
which stands for maseem, which means deeds. [ remember a father
who never attended a recital or ball game of his son, never went to
PTA meetings, but used to say, “You know 1 love you.” That son did
not know that he loved him and had nothing to do with him after he
grew up. We have to implement our words with deeds. We must through
loving, kind deeds show our spouse that we love them.

The last letter of happy, the Chof, stands for chaim, for life. We must
do life-enhancing things together. The word chaim is plural because
we have an outer life and an inner life. G-d has promised us in the
beginning of the Torah portion that “when you will go to war with your
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enemies [ will give them in your hand.” The beginning of this sentence
speaks about “enemies” plural and the end speaks about “him” singular.
A couple together has to face the problems of life, how to earn a living,
how to clothe their children. G-d will help us with these things, but the
couple also has to take care of their inner life. They cannot belittle each
other and destroy each other’s confidence and self-esteem. A husband
cannot constantly berate his wife. They must uplift each other. They
must always do life-enhancing things together.

The same is true with your children. You have to give them hope and
help them when they are down, and, of course, feed and clothe them,
and you have to do this more by deeds than by words. You have to raise
their self-esteem and not destroy them through sarcasm. A husband
and wife are supposed to make each other happy and be there for each
other. Tt is not easy, and, therefore the Torah exempts a man from the
army for a whole year. The couple has to learn to make each other

happy.

I am reminded of the story about a young woman who was dating a
young man who always wore long matted hair and a leather jacket and
was loud and uncouth, She brought him home to meet her mother.
After he left, her mother said to the daughter, “That man is not a very
good person.” Her daughter became affronted and said, “What do you
mean not a good person?” Her mother replied, “I just don’t feel he is a
good person.” Her daughter said, “How can you say that if he’s doing
5,000 hours of community service?” It takes more than love to make a
marriage or to raise a child. You need to be thete for them. Youneed to
share values, share hopes, be there during times of trouble, and try to
please each other. Let us all hope we will do this so the Mashiach will
come quickly in our day. Amen.
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Amalek, Shabbos, Divorce, and Joy

any of the other Torah portions. The Torah portion Ki Thetze

concludes with the command to remember Amalek. “Remember
what Amalek did to you.” Immediately afterwards, it says you should
wipe out the memory of Amalek from under the heaven. How is it
possible that we should both remember what Amalek did and wipe out
the memory of Amalek? This seems to be completely contradictory.

There are more mitzvahs in the Torah portion Ki Thetze than in

Also in this Torah portion, we learn about the Jaws of divorce. A divorce
in Hebrew is called a sefer kreesus, which, again, seeins to be a
contradiction. The sefer refers to a scroll, like the Torah, which talks
about wholeness. Kreesus talks about separation. We also know that
the twelve lines of a get correspond to the twelve spaces between the
five books of the Torah. We also know that a get has to be written on
one piece of paper which speaks about the unity of the institution of
marriage, so how 1s it possible that something which is called a kreesus,
a complete separation, is at the same time talked about as being a unity?

Finally, we also learn the very first sentence of the Torah portion that,
“When you will go out to war against your enemies (plural), G-d will
give him (singular) in your hand.” What does this mean? The rabbis
explain that we have two enemies in life. We have the external enemy
in life, those that want to persecute us, hound us, those who want to do
evil to us, but we also have another enemy and that enemy is within
ourselves. G-d has promised He will take care of the external enemy,
but we have to take care of the internal enemy.

That’s why when we mention the word “Zochor - remember”, we don™t
just use this word in relationship to Amalek. We also use this word in
relationship to Shabbos. Remember the Sabbath. The Medrash says
that there is a distinction between remember Amalek and remember
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the Sabbath. When we remember the Sabbath, we do it by putting on
good clothes and having a fine meal and studying Torah, etc., but
remembering Amalek is like an empty table. We prefer the remembering
of the Sabbath to the remembering of Amalek.

Rav Avuha says something very similar is stated when the Torah
mentions in the very beginning that the world was empty and chaotic.
The rabbis said, “These are the deeds of the evil ones.” When it says
that G-d created light and it was good, that means that these are the
deeds of the righteous. How do we know that light is what G-d prefers?
Because He said, “Ki Tov.” What kind of a statement is that? Obviously,
G-d prefers the deeds of the righteous to the deeds of the evil people.
What we are talking about is that there are two ways in which we Jews
can exist in this world. One way is that we can exist negatively. In
other words, we can be Jews because of persecution, because of anti-
Semitism, not because of the positive impact that Judaism has on our
lives, not because of the exhilaration that Judaism gives us, and not
because of the life~enhancing quality Judaism gives us. We are Jews
because we are forced to be Jews because of anti-Semitism. Therefore,
1t says remember Amalek. Remember that there are those people who
will try to kill us and harm us and hurt us. Therefore, be very careful
how you act and what you do. On the other hand, there is the remember
the Sabbath. Remember that you should want to be a Jew because of
the great joy and beauty that Judaism brings you in your personal life.

We all know that throughout the long exile, we Jews have been
persecuted and hounded but not all the time. After all, we lived for 500
years in Poland in relative peace before terrible things happened to us.
We lived in Spain for many hundreds of years before the Inquisition.
We know that, by and large, the Jews have lived in peace and with
great dignity throughout most of the exile in the places we have lived.
True, persecution flares up, but even then in most instances the people
really were not against Jews because we weren’t human beings, but
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against Jews as Jews. If a Jew would convert to another religion, either
Christianity or Islam, they would be afforded honor and even made
noblemen. It is only in our generation, in the generation of Hitler, where
it did not help you at all if you converted. In fact, there was a church in
Auschwitz because Hitler said anybody whose grandfather was a Jew
was a Jew, and you could be practicing Christians for two generations
and would still be considered a Jew.

Yes, there was also a Haman. Haman was a descendant of Amalek.
Haman, too, wanted to exterminate all the Jews. Therefore, it is
important that we have a Jewish State, a place where Jews can flee and
go wheri people rise up and want to kill us. There has been since the
beginning an argument within the Zionist movement about what is the
purpose of the State of Israel. Some people said that Israel should just
be a state in which Jews live. It should not have any Jewish content at
all. Other people said, no, it should be a Jewish State, and not just
religious people said that. We need to have a state which is filled with
the Jewish spirit, which is filled with Jewish values. That, of course, is
a great debate which is going on right now. Some is Israel want to
denude Israel completely of any Jewish character, to divorce all Jewish
ceremonies from the State, to undermine all Jewish values, to make
Israel some sort of a universal state where Jews can live. The majority
of Jews in Israel do not want this. They want a state in which there are
Jewish values underlying it, in which there are ceremonies that are
easily practiced by everybody without fear of losing their job, etc. We
need a state, not just to flee from Amalek. Yes, we always should
remember Amalek. People want to kill the Jews and to destroy us, but
the most important thing is to remember Shabbos because only if we
feel that Judaism is important and life-enhancing will we continue being
Jews. That is why Jews continued being Jews in spite of the many
persecutions throughout all the Middle Ages.

We know that this is the reason, too, why the Torah labels a divorce
sefer kreesus. It is true that sometimes people must get a divorce because
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they are incompatible, but the institution of marriage is still necessary
in Judaism. Even though in this instance the marriage may fail, we still
want the people who get a divorce to remarry because marriage is
essential in Judaism. Without marriage, it is hard to feel the joy of
Judaism and the joy of Shabbos, especially. That 1s why it is so difficult
for people who are single or widowed or divorced to celebrate Shabbos.
Therefore, I urge everyone in the congregation to make sure they invite
single and widowed people and divorced people to their homes for
Shabbos so they can celebrate a real Shabbos. The joy of Judaism is
palpable and real especially in a family.

That is what Rab Avuha was talking about in the Medrash about chaos
and light. Yes, because of the deeds of evil people, G-d will be
recognized. What does he mean by that? IHe means that the Jewish
people will exist forever no matter what enemies arise against us, G-d
has promised this. In fact, Voltaire, who himself was an anti-Semite,
when asked by Frederick the Great to prove that there was a G-d in the
world, answered him with the words, “The Jews, the Jews.” Yes, we
are a symbol to the world of G-d’s presence in the world. That’s why
when enemies arise who are really attacking the moral laws that G-d
has given us, attack the Jews. However, we should want to be Jews not
because the world wouldn’t let us be anything else, because of anti-
Semitism. What is preferable is that we would want to be Jews because
Judaism is a wonderful religion, a beautiful religion. It gives us such
life-enhancing qualities. That is why when it says remember what
Amalek did to you, it means, remember, there is anti-Semitism in the
world, but also you should wipe out the memory of Amalek. How do
you do that. You do that by fulfilling the other meanings of the word
timcheh, wipe out. The other meanings are to write a check to charity,
to protest injustice, to dilute sorrow, to touch people’s lives, to become
an expert in things. What we have to do is we have to show the beauty
of Jewish life in all areas of life so that Judaism will be attractive to
ourselves and will draw our children and grandchildren to it.
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[ am reminded of the story about an assistant rabbi who came running
into the rabbi and said, “Rabbi, Rabbi, I just heard from a good source
that the Mashiach is coming, What should I do?” The Rabbi looked at
his assistant and said, “Look busy, look busy.” It is our job to make
sure that the joy of Judaism is manifest in our lives. We wipe out the
memory of Amalek by doing life-enhancing things in our own life,
especially by keeping the Shabbos. The Shabbos, which symbolizes
the joy of Judaism, should be that which draws us to Judaism. Yes,
there will be people who will come up and try to destroy our people.
Yes, we have to remember Amalek, but we have to remember more the
Shabbos because the Shabbos gives us the inner joy to overcome all
our problems and allows us to live bettcr and better lives, May we all
do so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.



KI THAVO

Change, Confession, Power, and Proclivities

hat do we need before we can change? We all know that the

High Holidays teach us that we can be better; that we can

change; that the past does not dictate our future; that we can
g0 beyond our past; that we can take quantum leaps and achieve things
which our past tell us we can never do. We can, according to the rabbis,
even take the sins of our past and make them into merits. How can we
accomplish this, though? We all have been confronted by the need to
change, but how is it possible for us to do it?

Thete are many who believe that man cannot change. His destiny is
written on his genes, that what he is, is what he is going to be. As
Professor William Provine of Cornell University wrote in The Scientist
in September 1988, “Tree will, as it is traditionally conceived, the
freedom to make uncoerced and unpredictable choices among alternate
courses of action simply docs not exist.”

We. of course, believe the opposite. We believe that, as it is stated in
the Torah portion, Nitzavim, “And Fhave given before you the blessing
and the curse, and you shall choose life.” Throughout the Torah, we
learn that it is up to us to choose the good and the right. We can do it.
As G-d told Cain, “Sin crouches at the door, but you can rule over it.”
The Torah teaches us that we can change, that we can do Teshuva.

The Rambam explains we do Teshuva by confessing our sins. The
confession of sins consists of three parts: first, we must admit our sin;
then we must say that we are sorry for our sin; and, third, we must
resolve never to do it again, This secms strange because by admitting
our sin, do we not imply that we are sorry for doing what we have
done? Aren't we, by owning up to our sin, stating that what we did was
not right? Why does the Rambam separate the admission of the sin
from the feeling that we are sorry for the sin?
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Perhaps we can understand this better if we look at the Torah portion,
Ki Savo. Here, we learn about the prayer that was said by every Jew
when he brought his first fruits to the Temple when we lived in the
land of Israel. Immediately afterwards, we learn about another
declaration that a Jew had to make every three years: that he had fulfilled
all his charity obligations; that he had given to the Levite, to the
proselyte, to the orphan, and to the widow; that he had removed ail the
holy things from his household and had given them to the Levite, to
the proselyte, to the orphan and widow; that he had not eaten of any of
the second tithe which he was to eat in Jerusalem while he was in
mourning, etc. This is known as the Viduce Maser, which means the
confession of the tithes. This seems a very strange confession. Why is
this called a confession at all? In fact, though, throughout rabbinic
literature, this is known as a confession,

In the Gemora Soto, we leamn that the Viduee Maser could be said in
any language. But, again, why should it be called a confession? There
is no admitting of sin. There is no saying vou are sorry for a sin. There
is no determination that we will not do it again, vet this is considered a
confession. This seems more like a boast, cspecially when we read the
last part where it says, I listened to the voice of the Lord, my G-d. 1
have done all which You have commanded me. Look down from Your
holy habitation, from the heavens and bless Your people Israel.” In
other words, “G-d, we have done our part; now You do Your part.” We
usually think of confession as what we do on our deathbed or on Yom
Kippur when we say, “For the sins we have sinned against You by
speaking falsely of others, for the sins we have committed by acting
arrogantly, betraying others...” How could this confession of tithes in
any way be considered a confession?

Rabbi Soloveitchik answered this question by pointing out that the
word for confession in Hebrew, hodah, also means to thank, to glorify,
and to praise. There are really two parts to change. We must believe
that we have two different abilities, both of which are expressed by the
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word Viduee. One is, we must believe that we have the ability to be
objective about ourselves, that we have the ability to differentiate
between rationalization and truth, that we can look ourselves squarely
in the eye and say what our faults are if we choose to do so. True, most
of the time we will not choose to do so. We would rather cover up and
lie, even to ourselves. However, if we are really to make any progress,
we must be honest with ourselves and know our strong points and our
weak points, our faults and our virtues. The second one is that we must
believe that we have the power to change.

As we learn in the Pirkei Avos in Chapter 4;: “Who is a hero? One who
conquers himself.” We all know that we are born with certain
proclivities. Some are born with a proclivity toward anger; some are
born with a proclivity toward stinginess; some are born with a proclivity
even toward violence. We all can channel our proclivities toward
positive or negative goals. Moshe had a terrible temper, but he was
able to channel his temper toward positive ends, toward social justice.
When he saw an Egyptian smiting a Jew, he rose up and smote him.
When he saw the daughters of Yisro being mistreated, he stood up for
them. Moshe learned to direct his anger toward positive social goals.
When he was no longer able to do that, he lost the leadership of the
Jewish people.

The Rambam explains that Moshe’s great sin was not in striking the
rock but in losing his temper, calling the people rebels. He displayed
this anger by striking the rock. We can all take the traits we have and
use them in a proper way. If a person is naturally stingy, let him become
the treasurer of the shul. That’s why it says in Proverbs 22:6: “Educate
a child according to his traits. Even when he is old, he will not turn
away.” As the Vilna Gaon stated, “If a person has no fear of shedding
blood, tet him be a shochet or a mohel or a surgeon. He need not be a
murderer or a maimer.” When we think of confession in English, all
we think about is mercilessly criticizing ourselves so we can improve,
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getting beyond our reasons and rationalizations. Many times, it is much
harder for a smart person to do Teshuva than a mediocre person, because
a smart person can invent so many more convincing rationalizations. If
we are to change, we have to admit our shortcomings.

In Hebrew though, the word “confession” also means thanks and
glorification and praise. Why? The answer is because of a second ability
we must believe we have if we are to change. We can make the most
stringent analysis of our situation, but it will do us no good if we do not
believe we have the power to change. This happens many times. People
come to my office and precisely detail their shortcomings and problems,
but then end with the statement, “But, Rabbi, what can I do about it?
That’s just me.” Judaism does not buy this. We also learn in the Pirkei
Avos, “Everything may be foreordained, but not the fear of G-d.” It is.
true we cannot change our hasic character traits but we can direct them
in the right direction. We can use them in the right way. We can become
a better person, even if we have a temper, just as Moshe Rabbeinu did.
We can become a better person — even if we are naturally jealous and
suspicious — if we use this critical faculty as an editor, or scientific
peer reviewer, or detective. ctc. We can direct all our traits to moral
ends. We have the power to change. Unless we believe we that we
have the power to change, we will accomplish nothing.

That, of course, is one of the big differences between traditional
Christianity and Judaism. Traditional Christianity held that man had
no power to change. He first had to believe in their Messiah. Only then
would he be given the power to change. We believe that G-d has already
created us with the power to change. We just have 1o use it. Once we
start to use i1, G-d will help us to continue to use it. We believe G-d
helps those who help themselves.

That’s why, in Temple times, after a Jew fulfilled all his charity
obligations, after three years he said this praise, so to speak, to his own
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power, but he also asked for G-d’s help: “G-d, look down from Your
holy habitation and bless Your people. We did what You told us to do.
Now help us even more to realize our better nature.” We can change,
and G-d has told us that He will help us change, but only if we first
exercise our power to change. Also in this Torah portion, Ki Savo, we
learn about all the curses that will come upon the Jewish people if they
do not observe the commandments of Hashem. These curses are divided
into three parts. The first part deals with curses which come upon the
people who do not observe the commandments, but who do not want
to observe the mitzvahs. They do not want to change. They do not
want to be better than they are. The second part deals with curses that
come upon the people who do the mitzvahs, but feel they are just
folkways. They believe that the mitzvahs do not give them the power
to change at all and to be different. The third part deals with the curses
that come upon the people who believe that the mitzvahs are completely
irrelevant and may even cause them to do evil, not good. Curses come
upon us when we do not want to or do not believe that we have the
power to change, or do not feel that change will make us better.

We Jews have always believed that we can change things, which
explains why so many Jews belong to do-good organizations. We Jews
have always believed that change consists of two parts: First, we must
scathingly examine ourselves. No more self-criticizing people exist
than the Jewish people. Unfortunately, many times our enemies pick
up our internal self-criticism and turn it into terrible anti-Semitism.
Anybody who reads the Israeli press today cannot help but be
overwhelmed by the problems they report. The Isracli press are much
more severe on the Israeli government and its institutions than the
American press arc on the American government and its institutions,
because of our belief in the second part confussion: our belief that we
have the power to change. Our criticism will not destroy us. It will only
make us stronger. It will point out those arcas in which we have to
improve. We have confidence that we can rectify the problem. We have




286 | TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values

confidence that we can take the necessary steps and do the necessary
mitzvahs to correct the situation. If we will use the power, G-d will
help us by enhancing that power. We never can be passive.

We must be active. We must rigorously examine ourselves, and must
believe we have the power to change what we find is wrong. We can
do it. We do not have to change our basic character. All we have to do
is orientate our characteristics, our traits, in the right direction. We can
be wonderful spouses. We can be good friends. We can be caring
community members. We can be all these things, no matter what our
proclivities, our character tendencies. We just have to learn to use them
in the right way. We do not need to be passive in front of our character
traits and say, “That is me.” We should say, “That is me, and I will use
these traits in the right way.”

Let us all hope that we will all do so in the coming year so that we will
merit a year of health, happiness, prosperity, and self-fulfillment. On
behalf of my wife and myself, I wish you all a Shana Tova Tikosaivu.




NITZAVIM-VAYELECH
Free Will, Multiplex Theatres, and Rosh Hashonna

either to do good or to do evil; it is all up to us. The whole concept

of free will has throughout the ages given theologians fits. They
have all asked the question: how is it possible that G-d can know
everything and man can still have free will? Some non-Jewish theologies
have even postulated that a person can be good but still be eternally
damned. Whether a person gets eternal bliss in the next life, they claim,
is only determined by the grace of G-d. Of course, if you are bad, you
will certainly be damned, but being good is no guarantee that you will
not be damned also. Judaism rejects all such ideas. These ideas
undermine completety the whole concept of justice, which is one of
the main attributes, according to Judaism, of G-d and would negate
completely the whole Jewish concept of free will. The Rambam says
that because of our limitations, we cannot understand how it is possible
that G-d can know everything and we can still have free will. However,
this is due solely to our human limitations. Until the invention of the
airplane, or at least the hot air balloon, it was impossible for a man to
see both sides of a mountain; now we can fly in an airplane and see
both sides of a mountain.

Judaism 13 based on the concepi of free will. Each of us can choose

We also know that most things are determined for us from the very
moment of our conception: who our parents will be; in what society
we will be raised; what our opportunities in life will be, etc. However,
whatever opportunities are given to us, they cannot predict whether we
will take advantage of these opportunities, and they most certainly
cannot predict whether we will use these opportunities for good or
evil. With the advent of modern science, especially Quantum
Mechanics, we can understand much better this whole concept of free
will. We can better understand how G-d can know everything and we
can still have free will. Parts of the theories of Quantum Mechanics
postulate the theory of multiple universes. Since Quantum Mechanics
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is based upon probability, we do not know what an individual quark or
atom is going to do. There are, therefore, various choices that the quark
or atom could make, each of them equally valid. Quantum Mechanics
postulates that it is possible that there are paralle]l universes in which
different quarks and atoms make different choices. We can understand
this better if we take as an illustration a multiplex movie theater. In this
multiplex movie theater, there are eight different movies showing. We
have free will. We can choose which of these movies we would like to
see. However, once we get inside one of the movies, the movie will
unfold according to a set script. Unless we change to another movie,
the future will be foretold, at least for the next hour or two, We, however,
could choose another movie at another moment. G-d knows what the
consequences of all our chotces would be. We have the right to choose,
and no matter what we choose, G-d knows what the consequences of
all our actions would be. We also believe that no matter what our choice
is, G-d’s will ultimately will be done and we will arrive, at least as part
of a people, at the place where He wants us to be. If we make bad
choices, we will suffer. If we will make the right choices, we will achieve
the goals G-d has for us as a people and as individuals without this
suffering. We, however, cannot prevent the forces of history from
reaching G-d’s ultimate goal, the Messianic era, but we can arrive at
this era through many different paths. The paths are determined by our
free choicc. That's why in Judaism life is viewed so often as a path, a
derek hachayim, the path of life. We are always commanded to go in
His path.

In the Torah portion Nitzavim, which speaks about Teshuva, turning to
the right path, we learn: “See, [ have given before you today life and
good and death and evil.” This is similar to what we learn in the Torah
portion Re'eh where it says, “See, [ give before you today a blessing
and a curse, the blessing if you will listen to the commandments of
G-d, yvour G-d, and the curse if you will not listen to the commandments
of the Lord vour G-d.” It is interesting to note that in the Torah portion
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Re’eh, the word for if that is used in conjunction with the word blessing
is the word asher, which generally is translated as that, and the word
for if that is used in conjunction with the eurse is the word eem, which
is the normal word for if. This word asher, which normally means that
but in this case means if, refers to the fact that the blessing will be
immediate if you follow the words of G-d, while the word eem used in
conjunction with the curses does not connote immediacy but states
that the curses will eventually come but not necessarily now. The word
asher, which normally means that, is again used in both parshas Re’eh
and Nitzavim to refer to the fact that G-d has commanded us to love
Him and to go in His path; to observe His commands so that we will
live and multiply and be blessed if we do so. Again, this stress on
immediacy, while in both the Torah portions Re’eh and Nitzavim, the
word cem is used when we choose not to listen to G-d’s commands.
Here the curses may not be evident immediately. We may turn from the
path which G-d has commanded us, but it may take a while before we
realize that we have chosen a wrong path.

We all know that the rabbis teach that the main reward for a mitzvah is
the opportunity to do another mitzvah, and that the main punishment
for sin is that we are compelled to commit another sin to cover up the
first sin. Anyone who has read the works of Bashevis Singer knows
that is one of his themes: how good people go wrong, how in order to
cover up a minor misdemeanor, a felony is required, and how even a
greater sin may be required to cover up the felony. Why would the
rabbis say, led by the Ramban, that when we follow the commandments
of Hashem our reward is immediate, but if we do not, our punishment
1s not. The reason the rabbis say this is to emphasize to us that single-
minded devotion to achieve self-set goals can sometimes be very
damaging. We all would like to achieve certain self-set goals, but the
way we achieve them is almost as important as achieving them.
Sometimes, it is much harder to achieve our goals when you have to
take into account family obligations, community obligations, the needs
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of our children, the needs of our parents, and the importance of
compassion and kindness when dealing with rivals as well as friends.
Many people try to achieve their goals by trampling over all their other
obligations. They may even succeed in achieving their goals, but their
achievements will be hollow. They will win Pyrrhic victories. They
will get to the top of their profession or achieve their business
aspirations, but along the way they will lose their family, their friends,
their reputation, and their integrity. It will not be obvious to them as
they are clawing their way to the top that they are being cursed; once
they get to the top, though, they will know it. They have sacrificed
their interpersonal relationships, their integrity, and reputation, and what
did they get in exchange? Maybe some power but even that is very
limited. Those who follow in the upright path may not achieve all their
goals, but they will retain the love of their family, the respect of their
friends, and will contribute to making society more moral and just,
and, most of all, they will maintain their integrity. Society will be better
because of them.

That’s why the Torah constantly tells us that if we do not follow G-d’s
ways, our days will not be lengthened on the land which He swore to
give our forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The power of life and
death are given to us and we are urged to choose life. Life comes from
being a blessing to others, from knowing how to relate to others, from
knowing how to give joy to others, from knowing that we are accepted
for ourselves and that we have added to the morality of the world, not
detracted from it.

That, too, is the message of the High Holidays We are commanded to
listen to the cry of the shofar. We must not listen only to our own
ambition but to the inner cry of others, and we must know how to
respond. We must know that there is Someone above us Who knows
that the paths we choose may lead us to destruction but Who constantly
is allowing us to choose anew. There are many parallel universes in
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our future. It is up to us to choose the path that will lead us not only to
success but to goodness, because only by choosing good can we
ultimately become blessed and happy because we have chosen a
meaningful life. Rosh Hashonna reminds us that we have been given
sovereignty, kingdom. Just as we proclaim that G-d is sovereign and
king over all the world, G-d has given us the capacity to choose. We,
though, must use this capacity with understanding. We must learn the
lessons of our past and the lessons of our religion. The zichronos, the
remembrances of our past and our religion, must reverberate in our
minds and in our hearts. We must hear the cries of others. We must
know how to relate to them, to our spouse, to our children, to our society
and to the poor and the helpless. We must make meaningful choices.
(G-d has allowed us to choose again another movie to see in our multiplex
movie theater, another path to take, another one of the multiple universes
to operate in. It is up to us to choose goodness because that brings life.
Our greeting during this time of year is not, “Have a happy New Year,
but, “Have a Good Year.”

Let’s all hope and pray that we all will choose goodness in the coming
year so that we will be blessed continuously while we are on the road
of life and not wait until after we have achieved some set goal to find
out that, in reality, we have been cursed. On behalf of myself, my wife,
and the congregation, I wish you all a Shana Tova, a Good Year.







HAAZINU
Song, Death, and Removing the Evil Decree

the Jewish people. We learn how Moshe Rabbeinu gave the Jewish

people a song that would allow them to overcome all tribulations
and trials. When bad things would come upon them, they would be
able to read this song and realize that G-d was still there willing and
able to help them, This song would allow them to continue. Without a
song, without a dream, it is almost impossible to continue and surmount
the inevitable obstacles in our path.

In the Torah portion Haazinu, we learn about Moshe’s final song to

However, at the end of this Torah portion. we learn about Moshe
Rabbeinu’s death. Why should the rabbis have seen fit to include in
this Torah portion the details of Moshe’s death, especially since in the
next Torah portion we are going to learn in more detail about Moshe’s
death? In the Torah portion, it says, “"G-d said to Moshe, *In that b’etzem
very day (the very day that he gave the song to the Jewish people) go
up te Mount Navo and die in the mountain.” The word b’etzem, or
very, appears two others times in the Torah. It appears when we learn
about the flood. It says that Noah went into the ark on this very day. We
also lcarn how when the Jewish people left Egypt, it says they went out
in that very day. The rabbis explain that b’etzem really means midday.
G-d wanted everybody to see that Noah entered the ark in the middle
of the day because not only did the people of Noah’s generation ridicule
him and scoff at his message. they told him that even if a flood would
come, they would make surc he would not get into the ark, that he
would die with them. We also learn that the Jewish people left Egypt at
midday. They left their homes the night before, but they did not leave
Egypt until midday so all the Egyptians should sce them leave. After
all, who ever heard of a nation letting 1ts slc 'cs go free right under its
nose without even protesting”? The rabbis teach us this because no one
should ever question the fact that G-d is a just G-d. that I1e rewards the
righteous and punishes the evil. Noah was saved. The evil people of
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his generation could not prevent that The Jewish people were saved
and the evil slave masters could not prevent it either.

Moshe, in his poem, says, “Give ear, o heavens, and I will speak. Listen
to the words of my mouth.” In other words, the heavens and earth are
witnesses to G-d’s justice. Moshe stressed the fact that we should listen
to the heavens and learn Torah and see what our obligations are and
then implement them on earth. [saiah said the exact opposite. He said
we should implement the teachings on the earth and then learn Torah.
The reason why they said different things is because in Moshe’s
generation, the Jewish people did not have the opportunity to implement
the Torah’s teachings on this earth. They were still wandering in the
desert, so Moshe stressed the teaching. On the other hand, in Isaiah’s
time, the Jewish people had already been in Israel for 700 years. They
knew how to implement things, so he stressed the fact that they should
implement them based on the teachings of the Torah.

The rabbis tell us that the reason it mentions Moshe’s death in this
Torah portion is to teach us that all of us die, and that the Jewish dream,
the listening to the heavens and implementing the Torah in real life, is
not dependent on just one man. We learn that on Rosh Hashonna, Adam
was created and Adam sinned and Adam was judged. Adam was wamed
that on the day he would eat of the fruit he would surely die, but he did
not die. He lived 930 years. G-d forgave him. Man was meant to die,
although the rabbis say 70 years of Adam’s life was taken from him
and given to King David. Death is part of life. G-d never promised us
that we will not die. Moshe died. Everybody saw him going up to his
death in midday. Death is not, in itself, a tragedy. When a person who
lives a full and long life dies, it is very painful but it is not a tragedy.
When a young person dies, a young mother, a young scholar, a young
scientist, a young doctor who has so much more yet to give, that is a
tragedy. '
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In this High Holiday season, we say the books of life and death are
open and we say that Teshuva and Tefila and Tzedakah remove the evil
decree. Teshuva in Hebrew really does not mean repentance. There is
another name for repentance in Hebrew. It is called charota. Teshuva
really means to turn to the finest in yourself. Tefila really does not
mean prayer in the sense of asking for things. The word for that in
Hebrew is bakashah. Tefila means to be connected. Tzedakah really
does not mean charity in Hebrew. Chesed means charity.

Tzedakah means righteousness. The rabbis are teaching vs that if we
want to remove the evil decree, we have to return to the finest in
ourselves, learn how to connect with others and with G-d and to act
righteously by sharing what we have. True prayer connects us to G-d.
We all know how husbands and wives call each other two or three
times a day. The news could wait, but they want to connect with each
other and to show their love for each other. Tzedakah really means to
share the gifts you have. Nothing is more disappointing to a person
who has talent than to have nobody to demonstrate it to. For example,
if a speaker comes to give a speech and nobody comes except one
person, his wife, and she falls asleep, itis terribly distressing. G-d gives
us many gifts. Weaith is also a gift, and we must learn how to share it.

This Torah portion is teaching us that death is inevitable, but so what?
As long as we live a full and long life in which we are true to the finest
in ourselves, in which we learn how to connect with each other and to
share our gifts, then we will have a rewarding and productive life and
be able to remove the evil decree. Yes, eventually we will all die, but
who cares? It is important what we do now. We can all have a happy
and good life now.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a college student working
on his masters. He went to the East Side of New York and asked an old
timer there some questions. He asked one old man several questions
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about life on the East Side. He then asked him what the death rate was
among the Jews of the East Side. The man said, “I think 1t’s one per
person.” Let us all concentrate on listening to the heavens and doing
good deeds on earth so we will truly have a happy, healthy, prosperous
New Year, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.




Z0S HABROCHA

Sin, Spirituality, Connectedness, and Mitzvahs

‘ ’ J c all need spirituality. We all need to be connected to others
and to G-d. If we sin, we destroy our links with others and,
thercfore. become miserable. We feel alienated. That, of

course, is what we learn from the story of Adam and Eve. The rabbis
teach us Rosh tHashonna celebrates Adam and Eve’s creation; they also

teach us that Adam and Eve sinned on Rosh Hashonna and were
forgiven on Rosh Hashonna.

After Adam and Eve sinned, they immediately felt ashamed and wanted
to hide. They felt that they were no longer worthy of G-d’s love and
care and protection, The Torah tell us, “And they heard the voice of
G-d manifesting itsclf in the Garden toward evening, and Adam and
his wife hid before G-d in the midst of the trees of the Garden, and
Adam said, ‘T heard Your voice in the Garden, and T was afraid because
[ am naked. so [ hid".”" The rabbis explain Adam did not refer only to
his physical nakedness but also to his inner sense of nakedness. He
now felt he was naked of self-respect. He could no longer look, so to
speak, G-d in the eye, and, therefore. had to hide. He had to sever his
connections with G-d, and when (5-d asked him, “Who told you that
vou were naked? From the tree that I commanded you not to cat from
did you eat?” Adam did what all men and women have been doing
from time immemorial: Instead ot taking responsibility for his sin, he
had to blame somebody else. Adam said, “The woman that You gave
me, she gave me of the fruit of the tree and [ ate.” In other words, he
said, Tt is not my fault that I sinned, G-d; it is Your fault because You
gave me this woman and the fault 1s hers. She. of course, said it was
not her fault. After all, G-d had not spoken to her directly. She had only
heard about this prohibition of cating the fruit from Adam. It was the
snake who pushed her against the tree and nothing happened. Naturally,
the snake had an excuse, too. Immediately when we sin, we do things
that are beneath human dignity. We blame other people and by blaming
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other people, we alienate ourselves from G-d and from other people.
We destroy our sense of spirituality. We need to be connected to G-d
and to others to have a spirttual life. When we sin, we make it so much
harder to have a spiritual life. G-d still calls out to us, and He reminds
us that we can still have a spiritual life.

That’s why in the prayers that we repeat over and over again on the
High Holidays, “Adoshem, Adoshem...”, we mention G-d’s name twice
because even after we have sinned, G-d wants us to have a relationship
with Him. We try to hide, but we know that we must have a link to
Him. Unless we have a link to Him, we are not going to be able to
make it in the world. That’s why we all come to shul on Rosh Hashonna
and Yom Kippur. We need to have a relationship with G-d. Many Jews
have tried to claim that Judaism is only an ethnic identity; but it is not.
We are both a people and a religion. We need spirituality. We need to
know that what we do counts and that G-d is counting on us. We know
that Judaism allows us to feel and believe that we are important and
needed. We can suppress spirituality for a little while, but it will spring
up again; if we do not fill our people’s spiritual needs by teaching them
Judaism, they will find it someplace else. We can all rationalize and
claim we do not need religion or spirituality, but we all know that is
nothing more than a self-deception. The problem is when you rationalize
and deceive yourself, you cut yourselt off from G-d, and you further
cut yourself off from vour fellow man. We all need to come within
G-d’s presence.

That is what the High Holidays are about. G-d is close to us and He is
extending, so to speak, His hand to us. He is asking us to come and
meet Him, to reestablish once again His link with us. If we fail to do
so, eventually we are going to turn on each other. After Adam and Eve
did Teshuva, after they took responsibility for their sins, they were able
to once again reconcile each to the other.
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That’s why it says in the Torah right alter the sentence, *Adam knew
his wife and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain,” that Eve
said, “[ have acquired a man with G-d.” In other words, she knew that
now she had a husband. She knew that she could forgive her husband
for his faults because she also had faults. We all know that if we look at
our spouse and demand that he or she be perfect, we have to be perfect,
too. We know that we are not perfect. Therefore, since we can forgive
ourselves, we should also be able to forgive our spouses. We also have
to realize that as long as a person admits his or her errors and is trying
to establish a link with G-d, then that person is worthy of respect and
dignity.

On Rosh Hashonna, we say this openly. We say, “From the depths I
called out to You, G-d.” Why is a person in the depths after all? He is
in the depths because he has not been all that he could be. He knows
that he could be so much more. He knows that he could have done so
much more to fulfill his potential. We know that as long as we admit
our errors and try again, G-d will bring us close to Him. Judaism states
that man must first be moral before he can get close to G-d, but itis a
Jewish heresy to say that all man has to be is moral. This is a heresy
because each of us has a psychological and spiritual need to get closer
to G-d. If this need is thwarted, we are miserable and unhappy, and we
will try to fulfill this need no matter what. Some of our people will
look to eastern or western or madc-up religions, but this is all
unnecessary because Judaism is about linking man to G-d. Many people
forget about that. Many people forget that the purpose of Judaism is to
allow man to get close to G-d. For so long in our community, we have
failed to speak about G-d. It seems hard te understand why we have
failed to speak about GG-d. This failurc 1o speak about G-d goes all the
way from the Ultra Orthodox to the Ultra Reform. Perhaps we are afraid
that people will stop being moral if we talk too much about G-d. As
Judaism says, you first have to be moral before you can reach out to
G-d because G-d will not heed you or your prayers and will not want to
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establish a relationship with you if you act immorally. But once we
have established that we want to live a moral life, G-d reaches out to us
and says, “Come to Me.” We need to establish our link with G-d.
Unfortunately, many people do not realize that. Certainly, you can do
mitzvahs without thinking that they are avenues to G-d but the mitzvahs
lose their meaning. They lose their vibrancy and become mechanical
things. When mitzvahs become mechanical things, most people cannot
observe them, Most people cannot see any sense in them if they are
only mechanical,

This 1s what we learn in the Torah portion, Haazinu, Moshe’s closing
poem to the Jewish people, in which he speaks about how the Jewish
people will desert G-d because they thought all they needed was material
prosperity. “Yeshurun (another name for the Jewish people) became
fat and kicked and it deserted G-d and became contemptuous with the
rock of its salvation.” The Jewish people thought they could get along
without G-d. As the poem goes along, it tells us, this will lead to terrible
tragedies because if the Jewish people desert the G-d of their fathers,
they will quickly embrace false gods that will lead them to destruction.
When we desert the mitzvahs, we lose our avenues {o G-d. We must
realize that keeping Shabbat and keeping kashruth are ways to connect
us to G-d. Kashruth teaches us the importance of life. When you eat
meat, you are taking a life. True, not a human life but an animal life,
and you need G-d’s permission to do that. The mitzvahs refine us and
make us better people. They allow us to develop our spiritual nature
and to connect with man and to connect with G-d. That is the purpose
of mitzvahs.

Jewish learning allows us 1o understand how the mitzvahs connect us
to G-d and how they are not just mechanical things. True, when we do
mitzvahs between man and man, giving charity, it does not make any
difference what our intentions are, whether we have a good intention
or bad intention. After all, the poor are still being helped, so it makes
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no difference. When we want to get close to G-d, we have to understand
the mitzvahs; otherwise, they will appear to be just a sham and a fake,
and they will never allow us to achieve the goal of the mitzvahs. Their
goal is to get us close to G-d.

On this holiday of Rosh Hashonna, we say that G-d moves from the
seat of mercy to the seat of judgment when He hears the blowing of the
shofar. Why should that be? Alter all, the shofar is usually an instrument
denoting punishment. In the Talmud. one of the tools that a Beis Din
had to have was a shofar becausc it was used to announce that a person
was to be shunned by the community. The shofar was a sign of judgment,
not mercy. When Joshua blew the shofar before the Walls of Jericho, it
was a sign of judgment. When Dcborah had the shofar blown against
the Tribe of Reuben because they did not come to aid her when she
fought the Canaanites, it was a sign of judgment. So how can the Talmud
teach us that when we blow the shofar, it is a sign of mercy, not a sign
of judgment?

The rabbis answer by telling us that it depends upon who is blowing
the shofar. If the shofar is being blown against you, then it is a sign of
judgment, but if you are blowing the shofar against yourself. if you are
calling out from the depths to G-d. il you are telling G-d: “Listen, I am
sorry for any bad thing [ did that sullicd my relationship with You and
with other human beings: and ! will try 1o do better. I am reaching out.”
Then the shofar is a sign of mercy. The call of the shofar is the cry of a
man who wants to reestablish relattonships with G-d and with his family
and with all those people whom he has wronged. Rosh Hashonna is the
holiday on which we recstablish relationships because relationships
are essential for spirituality. Why do we come to shul on Rosh
Hashonna? After all, we could pray at home, but we know it is not the
same. We all come to shul to feel connected to the Jewish people, to be
connected to our friends and neighbors, and especially to be connected
to G~d. When we are connected 1o GG-d, we attain a certain wholeness
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and elevation which allows us to cope with life, to overcome its
problems, to realize that we are important and we are doing important
things. We need to be closc to G-d. We all need G-d’s help. We all need
to feel we are doing His work, and we need His help to make the right
decisions in life. We need G-d’s help to fulfill our job as His partner in
creation. We need G-d’s help to allow us to connect to our family and
to help us admit when we are wrong. Mitzvahs are an avenue to
spirituality. Mitzvahs allow us to get closer to G-d. The more we
understand about the mitzvahs, the closer we can get to G-d. That is
why Jewish learning is so important,

May we all during the coming year understand more and more about
the mitzvahs so we can do them with greater understanding, so we will
get closer to G-d. May this allow us all to have richer spiritual lives to
feel connected to G-d and connected to others, so that truly we can do
G-d’s work on this earth with a full heart.

On behalf of my wife and family, | wish you all a Gemar Chaseema
Tova, a New Year in which wc will all feel uplifted because we will
know that even if we slip, we can always reconnect ourselves to our
family, to our fellow human beings. and to G-d 1f we will but admit our
error and try to do as many mitzvahs as we can. Amen.



PURIM

Evil, Jewish Unity, Anti-semitism, and Speaking Out

holiday, We read in the Megillah, “And these days are

remembered and are done every generation, family and family,
state and state, city and city, and the days of these Purim will not pass
from the midst of the Jewish people. Their memory will never perish
from their seed.” The rabbis explain that Purim will continue to exist,
even when other holidays will cease in (he times of the Mashiach. It is
hard to understand why it is that the rabbis say that Purim will always
be with us.

Tonight is Purim. Tonight we read the Megillah. Purim is a special

Perhaps we can understand this teaching of the rabbis if we realize that
one of the major points of Purim is to teach us that cvil isreal. We Jews
are an optimistic people. We do not like 10 helieve ill of anybody or
any movement, but the truth of the matter is, human beings are not
good. We also do not belicve that they are evil. Human beings are
neutral. They will always choose the easiest course. They are like water,
which always flows chasing the path of least resistance. Therefore, we
have to be trained. We have 1o learn how to do good We will not just do
good naturally. We will take the path of least resistance,

That is why the rabbis tell us in the Gemora Megillah that we cannot
read the Purim Megillah backwards, which means start with chapter
ten, then chapter nine, then eight, ete. We have to read it from the
beginning. The Baal Shem Tov asks, what does this mean? After all, is
anybody going to read the Megillah backwards? It means that we must
realize that the events of Purim did not just happen long ago; they are
happening even in our own day. Therelore, we have to take cognizance
of them. This is especially clear and poignant today when just yesterday
we saw that for a second Purim in a row, Jewish chitdren dressed in
Purim costumes have been blown up by Ilamas. Hamas just does not
hate Israel; Hamas wanis to kill all Jews. They use the word “Jew”, not
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[sraeli. Hamas wants to kill Jews. Its purpose is to kill Jews. It is very
reminiscent of the Nazis under Hitler. We should never fail to realize
that there are enemies out there who want to destroy us, and we have to
take cognizance of what they really want to do. What a difference a
week makes!

Unfortunately, last week seven young Jewish girls were shot down by
Jordanian soldiers. They were innocents. It was a terrible tragedy, and,
of course, it was a terrible tragedy for their parents, but look how King
Hussein reacted. He reacted by coming to Israel and making shiva calls,
by saying how ashamed he was, by saving he was going to punish that
officer, by shaking up his army, by even issuing an order now that if
any other soldier shoots at Jewish civilians, the Jordanian army shouid
shoot him. Contrast that with Arafat, who hardly condemned this
incident at all, who released all the Tlamas terrorists from jail, who
allowed a public raily to take place in Gaza in which 10,000 people
were there cheering Hamas when IHamas was yelling * kill the Jews,
get rid of the Jews.” Could you imagine what would happen if in the
middle of Tel Aviv there would be 10,000 or 100,000 people praising
Baruch Goldstein and saying kill the Arabs? Do you know what the
reaction of the world would be? Do you know what the reaction would
be even in the Jewish world? Therc would be a terrible outrage against
such a thing, but, here, Arafat sends greetings to the head of Hamas
who does such a thing. What would happen if Peres or Netanyahu would
attend such a rally or send greetings to such a rally? It would be a
terrible thing but the world is not concerned about this. Arafat, we all
know, is playing a double game. He is using Hamas as the bad cop,
while he is the good cop.

The rabbis tell us that Purim is to teach us four different things, that
throughout Jewish history we need to learn these four things from Purim.
The first thing we must learn is that there are demonic people in the
world. There arc people who hate Jews, and the rabbis say they hate
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Jews because we Jews are a symbol of Mount Sinai. All the people in
the world have been called upon to live according to the Ten
Commandments. Since the time of Mt. Sinai, many people do not want
to. They do not want to be chained, as they say, by the Ten
Commandments. We know that in our day Hitler railed against that
Semitic G-d with His thou shalt and thou shalt nots. His hatred of Jews
cost him the war. He could have won the Second World War. He devoted
all the cargo-carrying capacity of his railroads to carrying Jews to their
deaths in concentration camps. If he would have used those boxcars to
send ammunition to his troops, he probably could have stemmed the
tide of the Russian army, but he chose not to do that. The same thing
was true with Haman. He hated the Jews so much he was willing to
pay Achaverosh a huge sum of money, but even then after he was given
all sorts of favors, after he was invited by the queen to a party and then
to a second party, when he saw that Mordechai would not bow down
before him, he said, “All the honors that [ have, all the riches that I
have do not mean anything to me when [ see this Jew Mordechai.”
Jew hatred is completely demonic.

The second thing we lcarn is that we Jews are the lightning rod of these
demonic people. For some reason. we lews have attracted the ire of
these people. After all, Hitler did not need the hatred of the Jews to
spur on his nationalistic ambitions of” central Europe. Stalin did not
need to attack Jews to strengthen communism, and even today Hamas
does not need the Jews to strengthen the [slamic religion. There are
parts of the Koran which speak about the Jewish people coming back
to the land of Israel. There could be peace. but somehow in Iran and
other places the Jew has become the symbol of all evil. We have to be
wiped out. We are the moral reconnaissance force of the world. When
a movement goes awry, it always attacks the Jews.

The third thing that we lcarn {rom the story of Purim is that all Jews are
treated equally by anti-Semites. They do not care whether you are a
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good Jew or a bad Jew. When the decree went out it said, “And the
King and Haman sat to drink and the city of Shushan was perplexed.”
The city of Shushan, the rabbis say, referred to those Jews in Shushan
who had supported the king. According to the rabbis, King Achaverosh
was a usurper who took three years to establish his throne, and the
Jews helped him and participated in his party. We Jews thought we had
it made, and all of a sudden this decree came out, and it was directed
against them, too. Hitler's decrec was not just against the Jews of Eastern
Europe, but it was against the cultured German Jews who had
contributed so much to Germany.

Ferdinand and Isabella initiated the Inquisition. Their decree was even
directed against their finance minister, Abarbanel, who had to leave.
The same thing happened in America in the 1890°s. Anti-Semitism
raised its head in America. The Russian Jews had come in great numbers
with different customs and different foods, and they lived in poor
quarters. Even Theodore Roosevelt had some crude anti-Semitic things
to say about the Jews, The native Jews became alarmed and had to
show that they were different kinds of Jews. They were the good Jews.,
They still associated with the other Jews and helped them, but they had
to show they were different and special by disparaging their brothers.
This, of course, never works. The Jews in Shushan were not exempt
from this decree, and any time 1 hear religious Jews say bad things
about secular Jews, it curdles my blood. It is terrible that anyone should
doubt the Jewishness of other Jews, whether they belong to this
denomination or that denomination. Perhaps they do not observe this
mitzvah or that mitzvah as much as we want. but we are all one family;
we are all Jews. When secular Jews attack religious Jews, | feel exactly
the same way. We Jews have to realize we are one family and have one
fate and the anti-Semites of the world do not care whether we observe
this mitzvah or that mitzvah. To them, all Jews have to be gotten rid of.
Purim teaches us about Jewish unity.
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The last thing we learn about is that (G-d aids and helps us in mysterious
ways. G-d will never let our people be destroyed. He acts in ways which
we cannot understand. This does not mean that we will not suffer losses;
in the Purim story we suffered very few losses, not as we did during the
Holocaust where a third of our pcople were killed. But we still have to
remember that G-d 1s there is to help us and G-d will help us, but He
also asks us to make the first step. Esther had o go to the king. We
have to realize that it is up to us to act and to act in a positive way, We
have to protest the evils of the world, especially when they are directed
against our people. There arc so many Jews who cringe and will not
stand up. After all. there was nothing wrong with Netanyahu building
in the Har Choma neighborhood. Obviously, there must have been some
sort of pre-agreement; otherwisc, the United States would not have
vetoed the resolution condemning Israel in the United Nations. Of
course, Arafat never keeps his agreements, but he 1s never expected to
keep his agreements because he is a {reedom fighter and Israel is a
colonial power, or at least that is the way the world views Isracl. We
have to protest. We have to say the truth, no matter what public opinion
says. Some Jews, though. want to be quiet and not say anything and
blend into the woodwork. That is the wrong way to behave.

[ am reminded of the story they tel about two Jews who were taken out
by the Nazis to be shot, and one Jew conironted his Nazi oppressors
and said, “I demand that I be blindfolded according to the international
regulations.” The other Jew turned to him and said, “Moshe, stop
protesting. You’re just going to get us in trouble.” We are already in
trouble. We are in trouble because we are just Jews, this Purim story
teaches us, and we have to protest. We have to go to the king, as Esther
went to the king. We have to tell the truth, and we should not cringe
from the truth. Let us all hope and pray that all Jews will realize this
and that they will speak up, because if they speak up, they can rest
assured that G-d will help us and that GG-d will cause our salvation to
come even sooner. Let us hope we will all speak up so the Mashiach
will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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Can You Tell the Difference?

urim is a very gay holiday, but there is one rabbinical statement

« oncerning how we should celebrate it that is very puzzling.

't he rabbis say that we should drink so much on Purim until we
can’t te]l whether we should bless Mordechai and curse Haman or bless
Haman and curse Mordechai. What is the meaning of this statement?
Doesn’t it contradict Judaism’s teaching of moderation in all things?
True, this rabbinical admonition had direct reference to a popular poem
with a refrain at the end of each stanza which was alternately, “blessed
be Haman and Cursed be Mordechai.” But even so, this still seems a
strange statement. At closer examination, it appears to me that the rabbis
here were teaching us a very important lesson. They were teaching us
that the difference which separates a Haman and a Mordechai is
miniscule. In fact, unless a person has 100 percent control of his senses,
he is going to confuse them.

Even the phrase, “Blessed be Mordechai and Cursed be Haman" points
this out. In Hebrew, letters not only stand for letters but also numerals,
and the numerical equivalents of the phrasc, “Blessed be Mordechai
and Cursed be Haman™ are identical. Haman and Mordechai were both
immensely talented men with winning personalities. Haman could not
have been chosen to be the king's top minister unless he had been
richly talented. He was ambitious, hard working, and industrious. He
also had a way with people and was a capable administrator. Where
then did he and Mordechai diffcr? They ditfered only in their choice of
worthy goals to which to put their talents. 1laman chose to tnvest his
energies, time, and money (Remember. he oltered the king a huge sum
of money to be allowed to destroy the Jews.) in furthering destructive
goals. Mordechai, on the other hand, directed his talents toward
constructive ends. The difference between Mordechai and Haman was
not in their talents, devotion, or cven personal honesty or integrity
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(Remember, Haman was a devoted family man with 10 children) but
in the causes they each espoused. Onc has to have 100 percent
possession of his senses to see the difference between these men.

All too often in our day, we judge a person by his skills or talents and
fail to take into account what he is doing with them. As longasheisa
likeable fellow and he has some integrity, we let him alone. This is fine
for Purim our rabbis tell us, but for the rest of the year we should never
entrust trust and responsibility to people who are more interested in
hating and destroying than in loving and building, no matter how great
their talents.







SHABBOS HAGODOL

Commitment, Rejection, Matzah, and Pesach

said to Moshe and Aaron, “This is the decree of the Pesach. No

non-Jew shall eat from it. Anybody who converts to Judaism who
is circumcised can eat from it. Anyone who is not circumcised can also
not eat from it.” In other words, to eat from the paschal lamb, you had
to be either a Jew who was circumcised or a convert to Judaism who
was circumcised. This also applied to a non-Jewish slave who was
circumcised. He also could eat from the paschal sacrifice since he was
considered a partial Jew. Also, a Jewish apostate, one who worships
idols and desecrates the Sabbath, also could not participate in eating
the paschal lamb.

In the Torah portion, Bo, Chapter 12, Verse 43, we learn how G-d

This seems strange because we know that all Jewish services are open
to everyone. Gentiles could even bring sacrifices to the Temple in
Jerusalem. The Roman Emperor used to bring a daily sacrifice in
Jerusalem. We also know that on Yom Kippur we invite sinners
especially to take part in the Yom Kippur services. We encourage Jews
who have fallen away to come back and be part of the services, but
here when the paschal lamb was offered, we did not allow backsliding
Jews and gentiles to participate. Of course, these rules do not apply
today since today, we do not have a paschal lamb, and everybody can
participate in the seder. Why should this be so?

Also, we know that in ancient days, you just could not invite anybody
to come to your seder whom you met at shul that night. You had to be
part of a group who had gotten together and designated a particular
paschal lamb to be sacrificed. The paschal lamb was sacrificed from
noon until dusk. You had to be part of that group before noon. We also
know that you could not go from one seder to another in ancient days.

Why should this be so?
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Pesach is referred to as the chok. A chok is a law for which there does
not seem to be a logical explanation. There are three types of laws in
Judaism. There are chukim, mishpotim, and edus. The mishpotim are
logical laws that almost all human societies have arrived at unaided.
For example, do not kill, do not steal, etc. On the surface, these laws
look very logical and reasonable. However, even when it comes to
these laws, there can be much arguing and rationalization. After all, in
ancient societies, they did not consider killing infants as killing. Even
cannibals will not eat everybody. In our society, too, we justify, rightly
so, self-defense killing, when you are in the army killing the enemy in
battle, and executions by the state of murderers, etc., but even these
laws are not completely understandable. Take the fight that we are
having today about abortion. Under what category does it fall?

There are also edus. Edus stands for holidays. They testify to G-d’s
meeting with the Jewish people — Pesach, Shavuos, Succos, etc. They,
too, could be looked at as something arbitrary, but they, too, are logical.
We have a holiday when G-d took us cut of Egypt, gave us the Torah,
protected us in the desert, etc. Dillerent nations would have different
holidays.

Then we have chukim. Chukim are laws we would not come to unaided.
The chok of the Pesach refers to Jewish continuity, We learn about
another chok where it says, *“Zos Chukas HaTorah—this is the chok of
the Torah,” which refers to the red heifer. When a person became ritually
unclean by touching a dead bedy, he had to be sprinkled with the ashes
of the red heifer mixed with water, etc. on the third day and the seventh
day of their ritual uncleanliness. For him to participate in the Temple
services, he could not be ritually unclean. The rabbis all ask why. After
all, touching a dead body could be one of the greatest of all mitzvahs.
In fact, we learn how if a high priest was on his way to officiate at a
Yom Kippur service and would encounter an unattended dead body, he
had to attend to the dead body, even though this would make him ritually
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unclean, and he would be unable to officiate at the Yom Kippur services.
The rabbis explain that for us to participate in the Temple services, we
had to be optimistic. We could not be dejected or depressed. Inevitably,
when a person comes into contact with death, he becomes dejected and
depressed. For a person to be freed from this dejection, he had to
participate in the sprinkling of the ashes of the red heifer upon him and
also to immerse himself in a mikvah. The word mikvah means not
only a pool of water but also hope. We must once again feel hope and
the joy of life. That’s why therc are two types of ritual impurity. One
type is when we encounter the ugliness of the world, the dead rodent,
etc. In this case, all we have to do is immerse ourselves in a mikvah.
We, ourselves, with our own self-efforts can free ourselves from
dejection and depression.

However, when it comes to human death, we need the help of others.
Unaided, we cannot overcome our dejection or depression. Pesach,
too, is a holiday in which we celebrate our hopes for the future. It is a
holiday which proclaims that man should and has to be free. It celebrates
the fact that only if we are optimistic about the future, if we believe
that G-d will help us overcome all inhumanity, can we truly celebrate
Pesach. If a person no longer believes that the Jewish people have a
covenant with G-d, if they negate circumcision or worship idols, then
they really have no place at the seder. Pesach is not a holiday like Yom
Kippur in which we urge people 1o change their views and to once
again attach themselves to G-d and to moral living and to hope. Pesach
is a holiday in which we assert that there is hope and we strengthen
each other in our hopes. Pesach 1s a holiday of commitment. Jews who
cannot be committed to the holiday of freedom do not belong, All those
who convert to Judaism or those who are almost Jews can participate.
On Pesach, we declare that G-d can help us and G-d will help us.

That’s also why we have a strange statement by the Rambam, who says
that a person who eats matzah on Lrev Pesach deserves stripes, and the
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Jerusalem Talmud says that a person who eats matzah Erev Pesach is
compared to a fiance who has intercourse with his betrothed while she
is still in her father’s house. What could this possibly mean? The rabbis
explain that until the night of Pesach, the Jewish people were compared
to a betrothed. They had rejected and were prohibited from all other
suitors, but they still had not completed the marriage ceremony with
(G-d. In olden days, the marriage ceremony was divided into two parts.
The first part, called erusin or kiddushin, is when the man gives a ring
to the woman, and she, by accepting it, becomes betrothed to him, She
was prohibited to all other men, and actually even to her fiance until
the second part of the marriage ceremony, which is called nisuim. The
bridegroom, between ceremoenies, would then try to gather together
sufficient resources to support his flance. When he obtained the
necessary resources, usually within a year, the second part of the
marriage ceremony would be held, which is called nisuim. Then he
would take her from her father’s house and they would live together as
husband and wife.

The Jewish people, by slaughtering the paschal lamb, showed they had
rejected all other religions. but they were not sure vet that G-d would
take care of them. He had not yet taken them out of Egypt. The matzah
we eat also has two meanings. Its original meaning was that of the
bread of affliction, the bread of slavery. In fact, in today’s Haggadahs,
when we invite the poor people in, we use the word the bread of
affliction. However, the matzah’s second meaning was the bread of
freedom. After G-d had redeemed the Jewish people, we left without
adequate provisions; we only had matzah. The matzah then became
the symbol of G-d’s ability to take care of us. At the Pesach seder, we
celebrate the fact that G-d carcs for the Jewish people, loves the Jewish
people, will save the Jewish people always. He will use the Jewish
people as His instrument to bring redemption 1o the world. Anyone
who would eat matzah before the seder in Egypt. even though they
rejected all other religions. could not do it with a tull heart, because
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G-d had nol saved us vet. This applies to our day. too. Therefore, that
person, according to the Rambam. is deserving of stripes, and that person
is considercd by the Jerusalem Talmud as if he were a bridegroom who
had slept with his fiance before the marriage was completed.

Pesach celebrates the commitment of the Jews to Jewish ideals. It
celebrates the fact that the Jewish people. as a group, not only rejected
idolatry but stand for something. A Tew who still worships idols or a
Jew who 1s not circumcised shows he does not want to be part of G-d’s
plan of redemption. He docs not want o be part ol the joy of bringing
this Jewish message (o the world. Thercfore, in ancient days, he was
excluded. A Jew also could not tht between one seder and another. He
had to be committed o his family and to his community to pursue
Jewish goals. One who 1lits back and torth is obviously not committed.
A gentile, too, could not participate in cating the paschal lamb because
he was not committed to Jewish ideals. A convert, of course, could.

Matzah was the symbol of the Jew’s Jove of G-d because we know
G-d can help, and G-d will help. Potentially, the Jews in Egypt knew
that G-d could help them. but they really were not sure until after He
brought us out. Many of the Jews in FEgypt considered themselves only
an ethnic group. They kept their language and dress and married within
themselves and helped cach other. but many of them did not have a
religious commitment.

This ethnic identity helped them reman as an identifiable group, but
this group identity was waning. ['ven among the Jews of Egypt, only
the Tribe of Levi kept circumeision. For the Jews to be worthy of
redemption, they had to slaughter the lamb, the god of Egypt, and also
circumcise themselves. They had to show they wanted to be Jews and
to reject all other faiths. However, even that was not cnough. They also
had to be convinced that G-d was going to help them, and when they
saw (-d helping them, they were convinced. Since the time of Egypt,




316 | TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values

we Jews have known that G-d will help. All Jews who feel this in their
hearts will continue to have a scder. even in the darkest times of
persecution. Let us all hope and pray that all of us will act with hope
and optimism because we know that G-d will help us, and that soon
G-d will bring redemption not only to the Jewish people but to the
whole world. May the Mashiach come quickly in our day. Amen.



PESACH
Every Generation, Anti-semitism, Rabban Gamliel, & Hope

ife is hard and being a Jew is hard. Life is hard because the

problems of life never stop. As long as we are alive, we are

called upon to summon up the inner strength to overcome all
the problems that life throws at us, We cannot say that there will come
a time in our life when we can just sit back and relax and enjoy
everything. This will never happen, Every stage of life has its problems.
A child is confronted with adjusting to his parents and learning who he
is and what he is. Teenagers are confronted with the probiem of rapid
growth and sexuality when their physical capacities outstrip their
maturity. Young adults face the problem of earning a living, choosing a
rale, supporting a family, and older people must confront the problems
of ill health and death, ete. There is no age that is free from problems.

[t is hard to be a Jew because, as it says in the Haggadah, “In every
generation, they rise up against us to seek our destruction, but the Holy
One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hands.” There has never been
a period in Jewish history when Jews and Judaism have not been
threatened, cither by a Pharaoh who tries to physically enslave us and
many times kill us. or by a Laban who tries through trickery and
treachery and flattery and material blandishments to make us forsake
our heritage, It is hard to be a Jew because we want 1o be loved. We
want peace with our neighbors, We want to believe that we will not be
the targets of enmity and hatred anymore.

That's one of the reasons why so many Jews have been taken in by
utopian visions of the future. We welcomed new regimes and new ideas
only to {ind that these new regimes were more tyrannical ind persecuted
us more than the previous regimes. We welcomed the downfall of the
tzar only to find the communists were much worse, We embraced
western civilization wholeheartedly only to find that Hitler held our
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acculturation against us claiming that the assimilated Jew was much
worse than the traditional Jew because he was a virus in the bloodstream
of Germany. Many believed that if we would only found a state, we
would be a normal people and no one would hate us. This, of course,
has proven to be completely false. Hatred for Zionism, Israel, and Jews
are synonyms now for anti-Semitism, which the rabbis tell us comes
from Sinai. They compare the Hebrew pronunciation of Sinai to the
word sina in Hebrew that means hatred. They say that because we
accepted the Ten Commandments and the Torah, we were destined to
be the focus of the hatred of many peoples in the world because these
peoples do not want to accept the Ten Commandments and the Torah
in their lives. Hitler said this very clearly, “I hate the Jewish people
with its sentimentality and with its Semitic G-d and His thou shalts
and thou shalt nots.”

Once again today, we have had to face the fact that many in the world
hate us. Anybody who has read any of Hamas” literature knows that
Hamas hates Jews. It just does not want to destroy Israel; it wants to
kill Jews. In its own charter it says, “The hour of salvation will not
come until you fight against the Jews and the stone would say, ‘There
is a Jew behind me. Come and kill him’.”” The fact that people hate us
so much that they would be willing to blow themselves up in a crowded
street or on a crowded bus just so they could kill 10, 20, or 30 Jews is
mind-boggling. It also can be very depressing. We, though, should not
be depressed. We should persevere and continue on. It is true that Hamas
has killed Jews not only in Israel but also in England and Argentina,
but this should not make us give up hope. When we see literally millions
of people mass in Iran yelling “Death to Israel, Death to the Jews”, it
is, to say the least, terrifying, but it is nothing new. It should not cause
us to despair.

Rabbi Gamliel says that anybody who does not explain these three
things on Pesach has not fulfilled his obligations, and they are: Pesach,




PESACH: Every Generation, Anti-semitism, Rabban Gamliel, & Hope /319

matzah. and maror. Why should 1t be that Rabbi Gamilicl said that
anybody who does not explain these three things has not tulfilied his
obligations? The reason. the rabbis teach us. is because these three
things each have two meanings. They have a positive meaning and a
negative meaning. The Pesach stands for the lamb as a symbol of ¢vil
and as a symbol of courage. The Jamb was the symbol of 1dolatry in
Egypt. The ancient Egyptians belicved that the spirit of Arics incarnated
in the lamb at this time of the year and that anybody who could
manipulate this spirit would be given great powers. This 1s similar to
the legends about the genie in the bottle. Anybody who would touch a
tamb. cspecially during this time ol the year. would be immediately
killed by the Egyptians. The lamb was a symbol of evil but it also was
a symbol of Jewish courage. The Jews were enslaved under the sign of
the lamb but thev, in spite ot the danger, took a lamb, tethered it for
four days to their bedposts. and then slaughtered itand placed its blood
on their doorposts. This was to demonstrate to the Egyptians that they
were not alraid. that they could rise to every challenge. that they could
outlast and cutwit their enemies. Every generation’s challenges have
always made the Jewish people stronger. One of the purposes of the
seder is to proclaim to each individual Jew that he can overcome his
generation’s challenges. that he can summon the courage to overcome.
Before the Jewish people lelt Egypt, they even ate the lamb to teach us
all that the challenges ol every generation can be so overcome that we
can contemplate them at leisure, no longer having to fear them. There
will, of course, be new challenges, but once a gencration overcomes its
challenges, its challenges will no longer threaten future generations.
Nobody today is afraid of the spirit Aries that incarnates in the lamb.

The second thing that Rabbi Gamlicl said that we must explain is
matzah. Matzah was the bread of affliction and the bread of hope. It
was a staple of the diet of a slave. That was its negative mcaning. Its
positive meaning was that the Jewish people left Egypt in such a hurry
that there was not sufticient time lor their bread to leaven. The Jewish
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people were willing to leave Egypt for the desert practically without
any provisions. We should not be afraid of economic deprivation. Gur
cnemies throughout the generations have used economic threats against
us but to no avail. We have always managed, in spite of their economic
restrictions and boveotts, to still rise to the top economically. But, more
than that, the concept of matzah has taught the Jewish people that if we
put forward credible proposals and take credible, concrete steps to solve
our problems, GG-d will see to it that we will be able to overcome them.
After all, why did the Jewish people have to prepare provisions at all?
Why didn’t they just rely on G-d? G-d never wants us to just sit back
passively and wring our hands. He wants us to act. [f we will just begin
1o act. He will help us overcome all our problems and adversaries. A
child once asked me, “Rabbi, why do we have to open up the door for
Eliahu the Prophet? After all, if he can go to every seder at cvery Jewish
house, he can surely walk through a closed door.” I told him that the
rabbis said that he was absolutely right. However, Eliahu will not come
unless we first make an effort. It is up to us to take the first step. We
must open the door for him. We are not just supposed to sit back with
folded hands. When we are confronted with terrorism and hatred we
should not just sit back and wring our hands, but we should respond to
it, We should not let it paralyze us, but we should take positive steps to
overcome 1it, If we will begin to take positive steps, G-d has promised
us that He will help us complete the job.

Thirdly, Rabbi Gamliel says that we have not fulfilled our duty unless
we have explained maror, bitter herbs. The Egyptians embittered our
lives with hard labor, mortar, and bricks. That’s the negative meaning
of maror. However, there is a positive meaning as well. At the seder,
we take the maror and we dip it into the charosis. The charosis is sweet.
The charosis stands for work in general. There are two meanings to the
root of the word maror, mar in Hebrew. One means to be bitter and the
other means sir or mister. We are only a somebody if we make positive
contributions to the world. The Jew has never been afraid of hard work.




PESACH: Every Generation, Anti-semitism, Rabban Gamliel, & Hope /321

We have contributed mightily to the world. We all know the very
impressive list of scientists and musicians and scholars and theologians
who have sprung from our midst. The rabbis teach us that the bitterness
we are protesting at the seder 1s the senseless work that was imposed
on us by the Egyptians. The Egyptians made us do work like digging
holes and then filling them up again. But the work we choose to do
ourselves in which we dedicate ourselves to bettering the world in the
arts, business, science, commerce, and scholarship are an antidote to
the hatred of our enemies.

In every generation the Haggadah goes on, we are obligated to see
ourselves as if we had gone out from Egypt because in effect, we have.
Each generation has to contend with different challenges, with different
types of enemies of the Jewish people. Every generation can, if they
face their challenges with courage, hope, initiative, and diligence,
overcome the haters of our people. Therefore, the Haggadah goes on,
we are all obligated to thank and to praise in song and prayer the Holy
One, Blessed be He, because He will always cause us to sing before
Him a new song.

Right before we drink the second cup of wine we thank G-d not only
tor redeeming our forefathers from Egypt, but also for redeeming us.
Every generation must be redeemed from their owa Egypt. The word
Egypt in Hebrew means not only the country Egypt, but also troubles.
Each generation has its own troubles, its own enemies. G-d has and
G-d will help us overcome all those who hate us. We just must show
courage, hope, Initiative, diligence, and hard work. None of us should
ever delude ourselves into not believing that what our enemies say
they want to do to us is not what they really want to do to us; but, on the
other hand, we should always realize that they will never succeed if we
do what Rabbi Gamliel has said: explain the Pesach, matzah, and maror.

After the meal, we sing songs of joy and happiness because we know
that in spite of everything, in spite of all the hatred, being a Jew is a
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wonderful thing because the inner joy and happiness that Judaism brings
us is worth everything. Paraphrasing the last part of the seder, the
Nirtzah, let us all hope and pray that just as we have been worthy to
celebrate the seder this year and enjoy the warmth and the comfort and
the joy of our religion, may we all be worthy to continue to celebrate it
in future vears when finally we will overcome all our enemies and be
able to concentrate on only the positive meanings of the Pesach, matzah,
and maror and only have to concentrate on rejoicing.

Intellectual Honesty, Self-Sacrifice, and Optimism

wise sor, the wicked son, the simple son, and the son who does not

even know how to ask. Afterwards we also learn how one might
think that the seder ceremony ought to begin on the first day of Nisan
because that is when the Jewish people were told they were going to
get freedom. That is when the declaration of independence was. 1t is
similar to the United States. In the United States, we celebrate July
Fourth as our independence day, not the day when we actually received
our freedom {rom the British. The Torah says, no; on that day on
Passover. we might think that it must begin during the daytime. In
other words, we should celebrate Pesach in the daytime because actually
we did not go out on the night of the 15th but on the day of the 15th.
When we had our first seder, we were not free yet. We put the blood on
the door so G-d would pass over our homes as he slew the firstborn of
the Egyptians. We were not free then. We were not free until the next
morning. Therefore, if we want to go by the day of freedom then it
should be the day and not the night. Then the Torah adds, “Because of
all this so I learn from it that the ceremony does not begin until the
time when the unleavened bread, matzah. and the bitter herbs are lying
preparced for you at the seder table.” In other words, we are not to have
a seder unless “because of this”, G-d was telling us something. He was
telling us, you want freedom? You can have freedom, but you can only

In the Haggadah, we learn about the four sons, We learn about the
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have freedom because of this. The three things that He told us that we
must remember 1s that we necd to always have Pesach, matzah, and
maror resting before you. The word munach in Hebrew also mecans
terms. It does not just mean resting. So G-d was telling us, [ am going
to give you freedom but it is a conditional freedom. It is a conditional
freedom because you must always have these three things in front of
you. What are these three things in front of vou? They are the Pesach,
the matzah, and the maror. We all know that we have to have three
basic Jewish concepts in [ront of us always il we arc to remain Jews,

One is the idea of the Pesach. What was the idea of the Pesach? It is
that we reject outside idolatry. that we have intellectual honesty. A Jew
has to have intellectual honesty. We also must have matzah, and what
docs matzah symbolize? Our willingness to sacrifice for ideals. That is
why when we took matzah out into the desert and G-d said approvingly,
“You went after Me in the desert.” That was considered a very great
thing. This was the symbol of the Jewish people’s love for G-d. Then
we also have to have the maror. The maror means that in spite of the
terrible bitterness that we all face, we all have to be optimistic. We all
have to feel that we can overcome all sorts of problems. [t is because of
this. In other words, the same sentence that is used to explain why we
have the seder on this night is also the same scntence used to give the
answer to two of the four sons when they ask their questions. In fact,
we quote the sentence that is in the Book of Shemos, the 8th sentence,
which says, “And you shall tell to your son on that day saying, ‘Because
of this which G-d did for me when I went out from Egypt’.” If you will
notice the wicked son is also answered by this same sentence. The
wicked son says, “What is this work to you?” He answered to him
sharply, “Because of this G-d did for me when [ went out from Egypt.”
The same holds true for the son who does not even know how to ask. It
says, “You shall tell to your son on that day saying. ‘Because of this
which G-d did for me when 1 went out from Egypt™.”
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If you will notice the wicked son is also answered by this same sentence. The
wicked son says “What is this work done to you?” He answered to him sharply,
“Because of this G-d did for me when | went out from Egypt.” The same holds
true for the son who does not even know how to ask. It says, “You shall tell to
your son on that day saying, ‘Because of this which G-d did for me when | went

out from Egypt’.

The Rabbis here are telling us something very important. They are telling us that
when it comes to our children we have to educate them if we want them to be
Jews, to rigorously be intellectually honest, to be willing to sacrifice for Judaism,
and to be optimistic. One of the problems that we have today, according to the
previous Lubavitcher rebbe, not the one who just died, is that we are forgetting
also about the fifth son. He explains the sons in a little different way. He says that
the wise son is the grandfather who came over from Europe. He still understood
all the traditions of our people. Then you have the wicked son, who really is not
so wicked because, after all, he is at the seder, but he is a rebellious son. He does
not want to comply with all of the requirements of our religion. Then you have his
son, the grandson, who is the simple one. He does not even know what to ask. He
has not had any Jewish education. Then you have the great-grandson, already in
worse shape. He does not know how to ask, what is this? But then the Lubavitcher
rebbe said, there is a fifth son who does not even come to the seder. He is the son
we have to worry about because he is being lost to our people completely.

Actually, if we look at these four sons we will notice something else, too. The
reason why three of the sons have not really understood what Judaism is all about
is because they actually have not understood the Pesach, the matzah and the
maror. If we look at the evils on, what is it that he says? He says, “What is this
work to you?” In other words, he looks at reality and says, ‘what good is it?” You
think that you are going to change the reality that we have here? | am not willing
to sacrifice to change this reality. In other words there is no reason for it. What is
all this work to you? Of course, we see that today. We see many Jews who every
time they have to choose between Judaism and sacrificing either their time or
means; sacrifice Judaism. This is exactly what Esau did. Esau was a good Jew.
Esau was raised in a Jewish home with a great education with two Jewish parents,
but he did not want to sacrifice for Judaism. He would rather be one of the boys.
He was not interested in
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going down to Egypt. That is why it says he inherited Mount Sayer. It
mentions that fact here in the Haggadah, and this is actually what many
Jews say today. They are not willing to sacrifice for their religion,

Then you have the Tam, and the rabbis say that he really is not the
simple son. Tam in Hebrew has the connotation of being whole and
complete. Noah was Tamcem. Even Jacob is referred to sometimes as
Tameesh. He was a mystic. What he said was, there is really no such
thing as evil. [ do not have to protest against this really. After all,
everything is part of the oneness of the oneness of the oneness. Judaism
does not believe in that type of mysticism. There is a difference between
good and evil and we have to know how to be intellectually and
rigorously honest. Unless we are, we cannot fulfill our role in the world.

Then we have the one who does not even know how to ask. He is the
one who finds himself in a perfect world. He does not have to be
optimistic about changing anything because he thinks everything is
fine just the way it is. In fact, if we look at our forefathers we will see
that Avraham was, himsclf, very self-sacrificing for the Jewish people.
He protested against idols, but he really gave up on people too easily.
He was not optimistic enough about changing people. Of course, 1f we
look at Yitzchak we see he was extremely self-sacrificing but he was a
person who could not sce any evil. He was more of a mystical type.
Judaism tells us that we always have to be optimistic about everybody
in every time. That is what 1 spokc about yesterday. That is why
yesterday, we also read the Haphtorah of Yosheea finding the Book of
Devorim that was unknown to many people. He reinstituted Pesach
because as long as Jews have the idea of protesting evil and of sacrificing
for their religion and being optimistic, we can recapture the Pesach.
Yesterday we also read about Yehoshua. For 38 years, they had not
celebrated Pesach when the Jewish people wandered in the desert.
Indeed, they did have bris milah for 38 years. but if we have these three
concepts, we can recapiure Judaism.
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[ am reminded of the story of Leonard Riggerman who became one of
the Refuseniks who had no Jewish education whatsoever. One day, he
was doing research at the library at Leningrad and he came across an
English edition of the Bible. He started to read it and it so grasped him
and so intrigued him that he went to the synagogue. He later became
one of the leaders of the Refusenik movement and a pious Jew and [
think now in Israel, he is the head of a yeshiva, So we know that as
long as a Jew has a certain mindset, he will be able to recapture his
religion; if you have the Pesach and the matzah and the maror in front
of you. Unfortunately, there are many people who do not want to have
this intellectual honesty, whether it is from the ultra frum or the ultra
free. This, of course, is a problem. All the nations of the world want
our approval. Why do they want our approval? Because they know that
Jews are intellectually rigorously honest. That’s why when some of the
religions started, they were at first very favorable to us but afterwards
turned on us violently. We found this especially with Luther, when he
made the Reformation, thought the Jews would flock to him and when
they did not, then he became the worst anti-Semite. He wrote what
Hitler did. He said that all the Jews should be burned alive and so
forth. We also know about Mohamed. Mohamed was at first very
favorable to Jews, but when Jews did not flock to him he became very
negative to us. So we know that the nations of the world know that the
Jews represent intellectual honesty and that they want our good opinion.
We also know, too, that unless Jews are willing to sacrifice for their
ideals nothing is going to happen. We also know that we have to be
optimistic.

This is what G-d is telling us. He 1s telling us, you think that [ am going
to give you frecdom? You might think your freedom begins from the
beginning of the month, when [, G-d declared your freedom. You are
going to be surprised what this freedom demands of you. This freedom
docs not mean that you can do everything you want, This freedom
means that you have arole to play and that the role requires intellectual




PESACH: Intellectual Honesty, Self-Sacrifice, and Optimism 1327

honesty, that you be willing to sacrifice for Jewish ideals, and that you
will always be optimistic. Unless vou are willing to do these things,
you are not going to be able to keep your frecdom.

[ am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was apprised that
Mark Twain was going to speak. He did not intend to go hear him, but
he decided to go. After he heard Mark T'wain speak he was very, very
excited. He decided to buy a book from him. As he bought the book
from Mark Twain, he said, ~You know, 1 am going to give this book to
my wife as a birthday present.” Mark Twain said, “Oh, it’s going to be
asurprise?”’ He said, “It’s going to be a very big surprise. She’s expecting
a mink coat.”

There is an argument between the rabbis as to whether you need three
matzahs or two matzahs on the table at Pesach. We know that on every
holiday, we have two loaves of bread because every holiday is a joyous
holiday. We know that on Pesach we also must have a broken matzah,
Therefore, we have to have at least two and a half matzahs. That’s
what Rashi’s position is, but the Rambam says no. We do not have two
and a half matzahs, we only have one and a half matzahs. There is one
matzah for the holiday and then a half. So the rabbis all ask, why is it
that the Rambam would say such a thing, that yvou only need half a
matzah? After all, isn’t Pesach as good as all the other holidays? The
Rambam would answer, no, it is not so because Pesach is only a
conditional holiday. Pesach is not a full holiday. Pesach is dependent
upon whether the Jewish people will accept upon themselves the Pesach
and the matzah and the maror, The Jewish people had a big surprise.
They thought that when their independence was declared, they were
going to have freedom but G-d said, no. You are only going to have
freedom if you are willing to be intellectually honest and willing to
sacrifice for ideals and willing to be optimistic. Let us all hope that we
will all be so, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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Pesach, Love, and Shabbos

reading the Haphtorah, and after we finish reading the Haphtorah

we say the brochas, as we always do. Today, when we said the
brochas after the Haphtorah, we did not mention Pesach at all. We said
the brochas as if 1t were a regular Shabbos. This seems very strange
because this is Pesach. Why shouldn’t we acknowledge that it is Pesach?
On the first two days of Pesach and the last two days of Pesach after we
say the Haphtorah, we acknowledge that it is not only Shabbos but it is
also Pesach; however, here on Chol Hamoed Shabbos we do not mention
Pesach at all. We only mention the regular brochas for Shabbos at the
end of the Haphtorah.

Today is Shabbos Chol Hamoed of Pesach. We have just finished

The answer given is because on Chol Hamoed, usually we do not read
the Haphtorah. The only reason we are reading the Haphtorah today is
because it is Shabbos. That is well and good and seems very reasonable
and logical. The only problem is that on Chol Hamoed Succos when it
comes out on a Shabbos, we mention not only in the brochas after the
Haphtorah that it is Shabbos, but we also mention that it is Succos. So,
why should Succos be different than Pesach? After all, the same
reasoning would apply. We also could say that on a regular Chol Hamoed
day of Succos, you do not read a Haphtorah, so we are only reading the
Haphtorah today because it is Shabbos, and, therefore, we do not have
to mention Succos, but we do not do it. On Chol Hamoed of Succos,
we mention that it is not only Shabbos, but also that it is Succos. Why
don’t we do the same thing on Pesach?

What’s more, you all know that today we read Shira Shirim. Shira Shirim
speaks about the love that the Jewish people has for G-d and that G-d
has for the Jewish people. We learn that the Jewish people did all sorts
of things for their love of G-d. They slaughtered the lamb, which showed
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they rejected idols; they put the blood on the door, which showed that
they were proud to be Jews and they loved G-d and were willing to go
with Him into the desert with seanty provisions, just matzah. We learn
that the main symbols of the holiday refer to the fact that the Jewish
people were willing to undergo privation because they loved G-d.
Thercfore, the Passover symbols, which start out to be negative —
matzah being the bread of slavery and the lamb being the Egyptian god
under whose name they were enslaved — became symbols of freedom.
The same thing is truc of the maror, which is dipped into the charosis
to show that life was bitter in Egypt but they were willing to make
sacrifices and make these sacrifices sweet by dipping them into the
charosis by going into the desert after G-d.

So we sce that the holiday of Pesach is actually a holiday of love. We
know that love is a difficull concept. The rabbis say that the Jewish
people, so to speak, fell in fove with G-d, and we know that the paradigm
for the husband and wife relationship is the relationship that Knesses
Israel, the Jewish people, have with G-d.

On Succos, on the other hand. this is a story of a couple who did not
just fall in love but had been married for 50 years. They have gone
through life’s experiences. After all. the Jewish people at the time of
the exodus had not received the Torah yet. They had not gone through
all the trials and tribulations of a Tisha 3’ Ay. We know that every
marriage has problems. There are in-law problems, moncy problems,
children problems, adjustment problems, sexual problems, cte. Fvery
marriage has problems. We do know that if a person has a mature love.
they learn from each other, overcome their problems. and go through
Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur. They can Jearn how to forgive each
other and to judge cach other properly and to geralong with each other.
Finally. you come to Succos. which is like a S0th anniversary already
of a marriage, where you are bringing in the harvest. So Succos stands
for a love which has developed and matured and gone through many
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experiences, but when it comes to Pesach, Pesach is different. Pesach
is a holiday that speaks about the beginning of love. Love can be a very
dangerous thing. Love can be fulfilling, but love can also be a trap. In
fact, the French write a lot about that. What is love anyway? Love is
actually a combination of sexual attraction and emotional attraction,
We know that introverts are attracted to extroverts. It is the fulfilling of
basic personality needs. People can fall in love very strongly and very
hard and be trapped in a relationship that is actually no good for them.

That’s why, the rabbis tell us, on Pesach we stress Shabbos, because
Shabbos teaches us what is necessary to have a good love, a love which
is going to continue throughout a marriage until you get to the holiday
of Succos. We know that on Shabbos, we are together with our friends,
we go to shul, we get together with our families. The first thing we
have to know whether our love is a2 good one or not, is does it segregate
us, isolate us from our family and friends? Many times in an abusive
relationship, you will find that a husband or wife will try to isolate the
spouse, especially the husband, from all the relatives. That is wrong.
That 1s one of the reasons why when the Jewish people left Egypt, they
made a seder to tell us that the love of G-d does not cause us to desert
our families. that it causes us to strengthen our families, So, if you find
a love in which you arc called upon to isolate yourself {from your friends
and family, that is not a good love.

The second thing that we learn about Shabbos is that it is a day to
discuss what you have done during the week. We know that children
used to be given, so to speak, little tests by their parents to find out
what they had learned in school. Husbands and wives would have an
opportunity to talk and discuss things about their week. In fact, there is
a couple who tells me they consider the half-hour walk to shul every
Shabbos very important for their marriage because that is the only time
they have to talk. They talk when they walk to shul and they talk when
they walk back. Shabbos 1s a time when we discuss growth. That, of
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course, 1s very, very important. If one of the spouses docs not let the
other spouse grow, something is wrong. Many times, husbands will
not let their wives participate in the community or go to scheol or have
a job or a bank account. They will not let them grow. Shabbos is a day
on which we tell each other how wc have grown. In fact, even the
Torah portions that we read on Pesach {or Chol Hamoed are all different,
to teach us that we have to continue to grow. When it comes te Succos,
we read basically the same Torah portion from Pinchas over and over
again about the sacrifices that were brought. Succos is more a holiday
of thanksgiving. You have already achieved things. Your love is solid
and near the twilight of your life. [t is the 50th wedding anniversary,
but Pesach is the beginning, In the beginning you have to let cach other
grow. If you have a love which stifles you, which does not let you
grow, that is a terrible love.

Finally, on Shabbos we know that you have to be happy. At Oneg
Shabbos, there is singing and joy. You are together with your family
and friends, and if the relationship that you have with your spouse
makes you cry, then it is not a good lave. Many times, young people
come to me and say they do not understand why if in love with a certain
person, they arc unhappy and are always crying. [ tell them not to follow
through with the relationship. They should break the engagement
because it will be a terrible marriage. Yes, you have found a love but it
is not a right love, a good love. Pesach teaches us how we are to have
a good love and a right love. First of all, we have to have a love which
does not isolate us. G-d does not want us to be isolated because we
love Him. He wants us to interact with the world and with other people
and to be even closer to our family because we love Him. Qur love for
G-d is also a love that causes us to grow through learning Torah, through
participating in the community, through doing mitzvahs. It is also a
love that brings us joy, and that is the type of love which must be between
a husband and wife. Unless there is this particular type of love, the
marriage will be terrible and the couple will not have the type of home
life that we all need.
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I am reminded of the story they tell about a woman who was about 25
years old with a 27-year old boyfriend. He came to her and said, “Honey,
let’s get married. 1 want to get married.” She looked at him and said,
“All right, Sam, tell me how much money you have.” He said he had
about $500. She said, “Five hundred dollars! I can’t marry someone
with $500. I need someone with half a million dollars.” So he went off
to the big city and when he came back he was 32 years old and she was
30. He said, “Ioncey, I want to marry you.” She asked how much money
he had. He said, “T have $700.” She looked at him and said, “That’s
close enough.” Of course, we all know that we all need love and need
to be together. It is terrible to be alone, but it has to be a right love, a
love which does not isolate us, a love which allows us to grow, and a
love which brings us joy. Let us all hope that we will have this type of
love in all our families so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.
Amen.

Redemption, Chad Gadyo, Children, and Love

came before us, who helped shape and mold us. It is especially

appropriate that we say yizkor on Pesach, because Pesach is a family
holiday. From the very beginning, we were told to gather together in
family groups. The first seder that was held in Egypt before Pharach
thrust us out was held in each family’s house. We all gather together
cach year to remember the miracle of the exodus, to remember how
G-d did the impossible, how He took out a whole people from Egypt
when before, it was impossible for even one slave to escape.

l n a few moments, we will say yizkor. We will remember those who

I remember a personal miracle that used to happen to me every Pesach
when | was a small boy. | remember being at my grandparents’ table
for seder, and I remember the four questions and the reading of the
Haggadah and maybe as far as the gefilte fish, but then next thing I
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knew, | was waking up in my bed the next morning. It was a miracle.
How did I get from the seder table to my bed? It was quite a few blocks
from my grandparents house to our house. How did I miraculously end
up in my bed? Did Elijah do it? Of course, as I grew older, I remembered
more and more of the Haggadah.

[inally, I remembercd the Chad Gadyo, the last song of the Haggadah.
Every family sings Chad Gadyo. It, though, is a very strange song. It
talks about a kid that a father beught for two zuzim when a cat came
and ate the kad. That’s very strange because cats don’t cat goats; they
eat mice. What's more, it a cat would attack a goat, the goat would
probably kill it. Then it says that a dog came and bit the cat, and
afterwards it says that a stick came and beat the dog. What does that
mean”? A stick is an inanimate object. No stick can come unaided and
beat a dog. Then it says that a fire came and burned the stick. Fires also
do not start unaided; and then the water came and put out the fire, and
then an ox came and drank the water, and then the shochait came and
slaughtered the ox, and then the angel of death came and slaughtered
the slaughterer. What did the ritual slaughterer do wrong that the angel
of death should take him? After all, he was killing the animal only
accerding to G-d’s commandment, and then it says that G-d came and
slaughtered the ange! of death. What does this song mean, and why is
it so popular?

This song was written in Aramaic about 1000 years ago. It was written
in Aramaic so that the gentiles in Europe should not understand it.
Some of them understood Hebrew, 1t is a4 song really about Jewish
history, about redemption. The kid is really the Jewish people. The
father is really G-d. and the two zuzim arc the two tablets of the Ten
Commandments. What does the cat symbolize? The cat symbolizes
the Babylonian Empire. It came and destroyed the Temple. The dog
was the symbol of the Persian Empire. Cyrus the Great came and
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destroyed Babylonia. The stick stands for the Greeks. The Greeks came
and overturned the Persian Empire. The fire stands for the menorah of
Chanukah,

Macabbees came and allowed the Jewish people to overcome the
blandishments ¢f Hellenistic culture. Water stands for the Roman
Empire. The Roman Empire destroyed the Second Temple, which had
been rededicated by the Macabbees. The ox then came and lapped up
the water. The ox stands for the Islamic Turks who conquered
Constantinople, the last citade] of the Byzantine Roman Empire. The
shochait stands for the European powers who, before World War 1,
conquered all the world. There was absolutely no reason for World
War I. The Christians of western Europe ruled everything, and, of course,
the ruling families were related, but this century turned out to be the
most violent, murderous century of all. More people were killed during
this century than any other. The angel of death destroyed the hegemony
of western Europe. We hope now that we are in the last stage, when
G-d will destroy all war and death, and peace and harmony will reign.

At the seder, we transmit values to our children. We teach our children
that there is hope. That’s why Elijah the Prophet is the dominant figure
of this holiday and not Moshe, the liberator. Moshe is only mentioned
once in passing in the whole 1laggadah. The songs at the end of the
Haggadah teach us how we are to impart our values to our children.
We are here today because we learned these values at our grandparents’
and parents’ tables, We learned that Judaism is a great joy. Judaism is
a song, that this song will allow us to overcome our problems, However,
we not only need a song; we also nced to have a mechanism to renew
our song when we run up against the inevitable problems of life.

That’s where, of course, Shabbat and the holidays come in. They allow
us to renew our song. When we sing Adir Hu in which we mention
how G-d is pure, unique, wise, mighty, majestic, revered, exalted, etc.,
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why do we have to mention all these terms? We mention all these terms
so we should know that G-d will help us, that we have the ablity to
overcome, that (G-d will help us if we will make the first step. That’s
why, too, in the song, “Who Knows One - Eichad Me Yoadea™, we say
who knows one and go up to only 137 Why don’t we go further and say
who knows 14 or 157 Why 137 The answer is becausc G-d is unique
and special.

G-d creates out of nothing. and unless G-d puts His energy into
everything every day, everything would collapse back into nothingness.
It is similar to throwing a ball in the air. Because of gravity, the ball
will fall back down unless we impart enough energy into it so thar it
will either escape from gravity or the energy will be sufficient to
counteract the effect of gravity. and it will stay in the air. However,
every day we must infuse new cnergy. After all, the Sccond Law of
Thermodynamics, the Law of Entropy, says that everything should run
down. Why doesn’t the world just run down? The answer is because
(-4 is continually adding cnergy to the world. Every day 1is sheffa
comes down.

G-d has called upon us to be His partner in creation to continually add
energy to the world. Fach of us 1s called upon to continually add energy,
and how do we do 1t? We do 1t by imitating the 13 characteristics of
G-d, by being compassionate, kind, gracious, slow 1o anger, etc. Each
of us is important. lZach of us must add energy to the world.

We know that we were redecmed from I'gypt in the middle of the night
on the 13th of Nisan because this was the night that Abraham redeemed
his nephew, Lot, from the kings who had taken him captive. This was
the night that was designated from time of old to be a night of
redemption. Abraham rescued Lot, cven though he had earlier separated
from him because he could not get along with Lot’s sharp business
practices.
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On the seder night, we tell our children that we love them
unconditionally, and we will always help them, cven though we may
not always respect them. The greatest source of Jewish achievement
has always been the Jewish mother, who loves her child unconditionally
and gives that child a sense of self-worth, gives that child a feeling that
that child can do things, can add energy to the world, can help bring
redemption sooner. The Jewish home gave the children capacity to
achicve because the children knew that they were worth something,
The children knew they were loved unconditionally; the children knew
that no matter what their capacitics. they could always contribute to
the world and bring redemption closer.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Anna. It was 1946, and Anna
was about ready to get married. She was in a DP camp in Germany.
She had come from a Chassidic family before the war. She was sitting
in the bridal chair waiting for the bedecking ceremony to take place.
That is the ceremony whereby the groom comes and puts the veil over
the bride’s face before the wedding procession. After all, the groom
has to make sure he has the right bride. Besides, this is the time when
especially, according to the Chassidic tradition, the father of the bride
and the father of the groom bless the bride. They each come forward
and put their hands over the head of the bride and bless her with the
words that fathers bless their children with every Friday night: “May
G-d make you a Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah. May the Lord bless
you and keep you. May the Lord shine His countenance upon you and
be gracious unto you. May the Lord lift up His face to you and grant
you peace.”

Suddenly, Anna felt a {lood of warm tears flow from her eyes down her
face. This was only the second time in seven years that she cried a
flood of warm tears, She remembered the last time she had cried. It
was April 11, 1945. She was in Bergen Belsen. A terrible plague of
black typhus had infected the camp. She, too, was infected. She knew
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that if she lay down. she would never get up. She was staggering from
one place to another in the camp. Finally, she became overcome with
dizziness and sank down to her hands and knees. She knew, though,
that she could not rest. She saw a hill in front of her. She knew somehow
that if she could make it to the top of the hill, she would be all right.
She struggled for two hours 1o get to the top of the hill. When she got
to the top of the hill, she could not restrain herself and, for the first
time in six years. cried uncontrollably. A flood of tears rushed down
her face, and she cried out. “Papa, Papa. help me.” She knew her father
was somewhere in Bergen Belsen. Almost immediately, she felt the
warm hand of her father caressing her hair and telling her, “Daughter,
Daughter, do not give up. It will be all right.” Then he blessed her, like
he did every Friday night. After the blessing, she fell asleep.

The British were very near Bergen Belsen, and shortly after, they burst
into the camp and took her to a hospital where she recovered from her
typhus. After she recovered from her typhus. she determined to go back
to Bergen Belsen to see that hill. She went back to the camp. and the
hill she had climbed was @ mass grave, and in that mass grave was her
father who had blessed her from the world beyond. She now was sitting
in the bedecking chair waiting for her bridegroom to appear. Suddcenly.,
she felt the warm hands of her father caressing her hair saying to her.
“Daughter, be happy. Be jovous. You will have a wonderful home.
Remember your parents” values. May G-d make you as Sarah. Rebecca,
Leah, and Rachel. May the [Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord
shine His face upon you and be gracious unto you. May the Lord lift up
His countcnance and give you peace. and may He bless you with
children.” Anna named her first child alter her father and her second
child after her mother.

May we all raise our children 1o give them hope. to know that they arc
loved unconditionally, to know that they can make a contribution 10
the world. and to know that they can bring redemption sooner. May it
so0n come. Amen.
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Blood, Effort, and Tears

ife is hard and being a Jew is hard. “Es iz shver tsoo sein a Yid.”

Life is hard because every day seems to give birth to new

problems. As long as we are alive, we must constantly summon
our inner strength to overcome unexpected challenges. No one can say
with assurance that there will come a time when he or she can just sit
back and relax. Every stage of existence has its problems. Children are
confronted with adjusting to parents and learning who they are.
Teenagers must deal with rapid growth and sexual maturation. Young
adults face the need of getting an education, choosing a mate, and
starting a family. Older people must learn to handle retirement and il
health. No age is free from problems.

It is hard to be a Jew because, as it says in the Haggadah, “In every
generation they rise up against us to seek our destruction.” There has
never been a period in Jewish history when Jews and Judaism have not
been threatened either by a Pharaoh who tries to physically enslave
and even kill us, or by a Laban who tries through trickery, treachery,
flattery, and material blandishments lo induce us to forsake our heritage.
It is hard to be a Jew because we want to be accepted. We want peace
with our ncighbors and we want to participate frecly and actively in the
life of our society.

It is easy to understand why so many Jews have succumbed to various
utopian visions of the future. We welcomed new regimes with new
philosophics, only to discover they were more tyrannical than the
previous governments. We welcomed the downfall of the Czar, only to
face Communists who were much worse. We embraced Western
civilization wholcheartedly, only to find that Hitler held our
acculturation against us, claiming that Jews were a virus in the
bloodstream of Germany. Zionists belicved that if we would only
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establish a state, we would be a normal people and live in peace. This
panacea too, has not been without problems. Hatred of Zionism and
Israel is widespread. The rabbis comrare the pronunciation of the word
Sinai to the word “sina” in Hebrew, which means “hatred,” suggesting
that at the moment that Jews accepted the Ten Commandments and the
Torah at Sinai, they became the focus of the world’s hatred. Hitler stated
this proposition very clearly when he said that he hates the Jewish
people because of its sentimentality and its Semitic God with His “thou
shalts” and “thou shalt nots.”

‘Today, many in the Islamic world say the same thing. Anybody who
has read the recent literature of Hamas knows that Hamas does not just
want to destroy Israel; it wants to kill Jews. The fact that people would
hate us so much that they would be willing to blow themselves up in a
crowded street or on a crowded bus just so that they could kill 10, 20,
or 30 Jews is mind-boggling. When we see thousands of people mass
in Iran, yelling: “Death to Israel! Death to Jews!” it is, to say the least,
terrifying, but it is nothing new.

Rabbi Gamliel declared that anybody who does not explain at the Seder
the importance of Pesach, matzah, and maror has not fulfilled an
essential responsibility. Why did Rabbi Gamliel emphasize these
particular aspects? The reason is that Pesach, Matzah, and Maror have
both positive and negative qualities. The Pesach, the lamb, can serve
both as symbols and as symbols of courage. The lamb was a source of
idolatry in Egypt, an untouchable animal because it represented the
Spirit of Aries. The lamb thus represented evil, but it also became the
symbol of Jewish courage. In spite of the danger, the Jews took a lamb,
tethered it for four days to their bedposts, and on the eve of the Exodus
slaughtered it and placed its blood on their doorposts. This act
demonstrated that the Jews had outgrown their fear of their Egyptian
masters, and strengthened by faith in God, were ready to assert their
freedom. God, not man, was to be their master.
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The second item to be explained is the matzah. Matzah was both the
bread of aftliction and of hope. It was the staple of the diet of a slave,
but when the opportunity to gain {reedom came suddenly, the Jews left
Egypt in such a hurry that there was insufficient time for their bread to
leaven. The people were willing to leave for the desert practically
without any provisions. They had faith and hope. Furthermore, matzah
also tcaches us that G-d helps those who help themselves. After all,
why did the people prepare provisions at all? Why didn’t they just rely
on G-d? The answer 15 that G-d never wants us o sit back passively
and wring our hands; He wants us to act. If we will begin to act, He
will then help us to overcome our problems. A child once asked me:
“Rabbi, why do we have to open up the door for Elijah, the Prophet?
After all, if he can go to every Seder al every Jewish house, surely he
can walk through a closed door.” I told him that while Elijah can enter
our homes without our help, he will not come unless we invite him in.
It is up to us to take the first step. We must open the door for him. As
someone once put it “Without G-d, we can’t; without us, G-d won't.”
I'recdom, success, safety, will not come to us; we must reach for them.
When we are confronted with terrorism or hatred, we should not let it
paralyze us, be we should take positive steps lo overcome it.

Finally, our duty at the Seder is not fulfilled unless we have explained
maror. bitter herbs. The Egyptians embittered our lives with hard labor,
mortar and bricks; that is the negative meaning of maror. However,
there is a positive aspect as well. At the Seder, we take the maror and
we dip it into the charoset. The charoset is sweet. There are two
meanings to the root of the word “maror,” *mar”™ in Hebrew. One is
“bitter,” the other “sir” or “mister.” One can be either a bitter person or
a respected one, the difference being whether one becomes full of
animosity or smothers the bitterness in charoset, in sweetness, in the
acceptance of the mud and bricks which make up so much of the essence
of life. Adversity and hardship can lead to failure or become the cause
and sqQurce of some of life’s greatest successes and most rewarding
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moments. As the Torah says about out ancestors, “But the more they
were oppressed, the more they increased and spread our, so that the
[Egyptians] come to dread the Israelites.” (Exodus 1,12.)

In every generation, the [laggadah goes on, we are obligated to see
ourselves as if we had gone out from Egypt, because in effect we have.
Each generation has to contend with diffcrent challenges, with different
enemies of the Jewish people. But with Pesach—courage; matzah—
initiative; and maror—perseverance, every generation can outlast those
who hate our people.

Just before we drink the second cup of wine, we thank G-d not only for
redeeming our ancestors from Egypt but also for redeeming us. Every
generation must be redeemed from its own Egypt. “Mitsraim,” not only
refers to Egypt, but it also means *“troubles™, “hardships”. Each
generation has its own troubles, its own challenges. G-d has and G-d
will help us to overcome all those who hate us—in America, in Israel,
and throughout the world. However, He expects us to take the matzah,
slaughter the Pesach, and when necessary, swallow the maror.

G-d is Always With Us

who went before us, especially our parents and relatives. It is

especially fitting that we say yizkor on Pesach since Pesach is a
family holiday, and we ali know how much we gained from those who
sat around the scder table with us, recounting their experiences. The
Sephardim say yizkor only once a year, on Yom Kippur, but the
Ahkenazim say it four times a ycar. As wc sit around the seder table,
we all miss those who are no longer with us, their insights, their special
recipes, their laughter, even their tears.

In a few minutes, we will be saying vizkor. We will remember those
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We all know that when we come to that part in the Haggadah in which
we recount the ten plagues, we are 1o take our finger and put it into the
wine and dip out a drop from the wine for each plague. This is to
symbolize that our cup of joy cannot be completely full because many
people were killed. We are not supposed to rejoice at our enemy’s
downfall. After ail, they arc human beings. too, That’s why the last six
days of Pesach we do not say the full Hallel. According to the Medrash,
the ministering angels were saying the full Hallel after the Egyptians
were drowned in the Red Sea, and G-d looked at them and said, “How
can you sing all these praises when My creatures arc being destroyed?”
Right before we recount the ten plagucs, in every Haggadabh it says that
we spill out three drops of wine when we mention the words “Dam,”
“V’Aish,” and “V’Seemros Oshan,” which means blood and fire and
columns of smoke, Why do we dip out a drop of wing every time we
mention this? After all, these were not the plagues that occurred in
Egypt. It is true that the {irst plague was the plague of dam, blood, but
there were no plagues of fire or columns of smoke. This is actually a
quote from the Prophet Joel and refers to a future redemption. The
rabbis, though, give three difterent interpretations to these three words.
The first interpretation is that it refers to the Korban Pesach. The Jewish
people had to prove that they were proud of their heritage, that they
had courage, and, therefore. they had to put the blood of the lamb on
the door, proclaiming to the Egyptian people that they rejected their
idolatry. Second, they had to roast the lamb whole over a barbecue,
again to show their pride. The Egyptians had to know what they were
doing. They could see the lamb over the open pit of fire. Third, since
they cooked it outside, the aroma of the lamb would spread far and
wide. and even those Egyptians who could not sce what they were
doing could smell what the Jews were doing.

The second interpretation has to do with what 1s necessary for the Jewish
people to survive. One, we have to be committed to Jewish ideals; the
blood here stands for the blood of circumcision, and also was blood
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that the Jewish peoplc have had to shed throughout the gencrations to
be Jews. The fire refers to the pillar of tire which accompanied the
Jewish people in the desert. and which proclaimed that even in the
darkest night when the Jewish people were being persecuted and
hounded, they should not give up. The fire of their faith and the fire of
their hope should burn deeply within them. The pillars of smoke stood
for the clouds which guarded them during the day. They, the rabbis tell
us, were to prevent the Jewish people from completely assimilating
when the sunshine ol prosperity and acceptance shone down upon them,
We sec¢ here in America how many Jews have assimilated, completely
shedding all their Jewishniess under the sunshine of prosperity and
acceptance. We have to remember even in periods of sunshine that
there are stiil clouds around and the world still needs the Jewish people
to teach them the lessons of Judaism,

This, however, does not explain why we take a drop of wine out of our
cup when we say these three words, The rabbis say there is a third
explanation which, unfortunately. has come truc in our days that the
blood of the Jewish people will run as rivers and we will be thrown
alive into the turnaces and our smoke will go up the chimneys (of
Auschwitz.) As we rcad earlier in the Haggaduh when Ben Zoma said.
“Why does it say that vou have o remember the exodus of Egypt ail
the days of vour life?” The ~days of your ite™ refer to your days. “All”
the days of your life reler to the nights. There will be nights in Jewish
history, but these nights will be followed by a great redemption.
Immediately after we learn about what Ben Zoma said, we learn the
Hebrew phrase, “Boruch Hamokom™, which means, “Blessed be the
place.” One of the names for G-d in Hebrew is “the place™. G-d is in
the world, but the world cannot centain G-d. G-d 15 with us in our
troubles, in our suffering. Each of us has problems. Each of us will
eventually die. Each of us will suffer from sickness or business problems
or psychological problems, but G-d assures us that He is there with us
and He will help us overcome.
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I am reminded of the story they tell about Shmuelik, who graduated
from the University of Vienna with an esoteric degree in engineering.
He also knew seven languages besides his native Hungarian. He was a
professor. All this ended with the Anschluss when Hitler moved into
Austria. His wife and two older daughters were immediately taken away.
He told his son and remaining daughters, “Don’t worry. G-d is in this
place, too. He will help us.” Then he was taken away. He spent the war
going from one concentration camp to another. On the last day of the
war, he was herded into a truck with 60 other survivors. They were told
by the German Nazi guards that they were going 1o be shot, as no Jew
should survive the war. As they were riding out into the countryside,
one of the guards turned to Shmuelik and said, “Sing.” He began singing
the song from the seder, “V’Hee Sheomdah.” The guard liked the song
and told him to sing louder. Pretty soon all the Jewish young men were
singing. The guard had them sing it not once but three times. He then
turned to Shmuelik and asked, “What does that song mean?” He said,
“In every generation they rise up to seek our destruction but the Holy
One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hand.” When they got to the
ravine, the guards pulled ten of the young men out and shot them. Just
as they were ready to take Shmuelik and the second group of ten, an S8
motorcycle pulled up. An officer shouted at the guards, “Germany has
surrendered. The Americans are just a mile away. Run!™ Immediately,
the guards threw down their guns, took off their uniforms, and melted
away into the population. Shmuelik said, “Blessed be G-d, Who is in
this place.” He tried to go to [sracl but was interned by the British and
even there at Cyprus, he felt G-d helped him overcome his problems.
G-d was in this place. In 1950, he came to Israel. A great miracle
happened. Within five days, he found his son Yossi. He never, though,
heard from his two younger daughters or his wife or his two older
daughters. Yossi entered a yeshiva and after high school joined the
army. He had a family and things were going well. Shmuelik, in spite
of his esoteric engineering degree and knowledge of eight languages,
found a job selling watches in Jerusalem. In 1982, his son was called
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up for the reserves and sent to Lebanon in the Peace for Galilee
Operation. He was wounded and sent to a hospital in Haifa, His father
was notified and, of course, wanted to immediately go to his son’s
side. He got onto a bus and made his way to Haifa, Unfortunately, as he
was leaving the bus. terrorists attacked and he was burned over 80
percent of his body. He was taken to the same hospital in which his son
lay and was even placed in the same room. He looked at his son Yossi
and said, *“Yossi, [ don’t think [ am going to make it Yossi said, “Father,
don’t talk that way.” Shmuclik said. “Why is it, son, that we say when
we comfort people after a loss, ‘“May the place {referring to G-d) comfort
you among the other mourners of Zion and Jerusalem?” “Remember,”
Shmuelik continued, “G-d 15 with us even when we die. G-d is in that
place, too. G-d will always give us the strength to overcome.™ Shmuelik
did not die but his son remembered what he said to him. G-d is always
in our place, with us especially when we turn to him.

That's, too. what our parents and relatives taught us, that G-d is there
to help us. When we have problems, He is there to lifl us up, to help us
overcome. Shmuelik was proud that G-d had helped His people to come
to Isracl, that He had helped tis people to have the strength to continue.
We all will die. but G-d will make sure that the Jewish people is eternal
no malter what. Our parents raised us to be optimistic and hopeful,
never to give up because GG-d is with us, Even in our worst problems,
He will help us. Let us hope and pray that we will always remember
that. Blessed be the place. G-d will eventually bring redemption to the
world. He will send the Mashiach. May e come soon because we all
have never lost faith. Amen.







ISRAEL INDEPENDENCE DAY

Universal Interests, and Parochial Values

¢ Jews have always lived under a dialectical tension.

\ ;\ / Abraham explained this stress very well when he approached
the Hittites to sell him a burial plot for his wife. He said, “I

am a stranger and a sojourner among you.” In other words, I am both

an alien and a citizen, a status that on its face, is an apparent contradiction
in terms.

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik explained that Abraham was not mistaken
The role of the Jew is to be both alien and citizen. He is part of the
greater world, contributing to it by being a good citizen and interacting
positively with everyone. At the same time he is also an alien, because
he must always remember that ultimately his religious values force
him to be different. Israel is a unique nation, “‘goy echad”, in the world.

Of course, every human being is under a covenantal relationship with
God ever since the time of Noah. Hence, every person must be treated
with respect and dignity. Jewish communities must care for the sick,
feed the poor and clothe the naked of all nations. These are obligations
that we have in common with all humanity. However, we have
additional covenants with God that we must honor as well. We cannot
just stress the universal and forget about the particular, and we cannot
concentrate only on the particular and forget about the universal.

This is indicated c¢learly by the fact that on the last two days of Pesach
only a portion of the Hallel, the Psalms that praise God and offer hymns
for His beneficence, is recited. We say the complete Hallel on the first
days of Pesach, on Shavuot, on the nine days of Succot, and even on
the eight days of Hanukkah, but not on the last days of Pesach. Why?
Because on the seventh day of Pesach, after the Jews crossed the Yam
Suf, Sea of Reeds, the Egyptians followed and were drowned when the
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waters of the sea retumed. To commemorate the mass death of so many
soldiers, even though they supported a regime that enslaved and killed
our forefathers, we temper our joy over the miracle and refrain from
reciting the entire Hallel. The Egyptians were human beings, too. (See
Mishna Berurah to Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 490:4.)

One of the terrible legacies of the Holocaust is that many Jews have
abandoned this relation between universal and particular values. Many
Jews reject Judaism’s universal message, insisting that the Holocaust
has revealed that the gentile world hates Jews, so that Jews must now
concentrate on Jewish needs and causes. Since the world outside is
essentially out to get every Jew, our sole concern must be to do what is
good for the Jews. On the other hand there are Jews who want to make
sure that their descendants not suffer another Holocaust. Insofar as
society permits, Jews should therefore assimilate into the non-Jewish
world and cease to be different. Both sides are wrong. We are strangers
and citizens of the countries in which we live. We should preserve our
uniqueness and yet be part of our surroundings. We who live in America
must be loyal Jews and yet remain concerned and active Americans.

A similar problem exists in Israel today. Some on the left want to go so
far as to change the Israeli flag because it has a Star of David on it, and
alter the national anthem, and expunge from it every reference to Israei
in order to make the Arab citizens of Israel feel at ease. On the other
hand, there are Jews who want to deprive the Arabs of their citizenship
and even expel them from the country. Both groups are wrong. Israel is
a Jewish State, yet the rights of Arab and Christian inhabitants must be
respected.

This is the lesson that we must reaffirm today. Judaism has never been
a religion of us and them, but of family and friends. Judaism
encompasses both universal and particular values. The tension between
them must be maintained if Judaism is to remain true to itself.



SHAVUOS

You Can Come Back

the Ashkenazie tradition to say yizkor four times a year: on Yom

Kippur, Succos, Pesach, and Shavuos. According to the
Sephardim, yizkor is only said on Yom Kippur. We can understand
why Ashkenazie rabbis have said that we say yizkor on Pesach because
Pesach is a family holiday, and we remember our family members who
have gone on. We can understand why they have decreed that it should
be done at the end of Succos, on Shemini Atzeres, because that is a
holiday of love, the love that G-d has for Israel and that we have for
our parents and those who have gone before. Why though, should we
have to say it on Shavuos? Shavuos has almost no symbols whatsoever.
It is our tradition that the Torah was given to the Jewish people on
Shavuos, but nowhere in The Torah does it mention that the Torah,
itself, was given on Shavuos. We can infer that from the counting of
the days from Pesach, yet, it is never stated precisely that we got the
Torah on Shavuos. It talks about the waving of the two loaves, about
the harvest holiday, about leaving the corners of our field for the poor,
making sure we do not pick up the gleanings, leaving them for the
poor, but nowhere does it say that we got the Torah on Shavues. Why
should this be?

Today is the second day of Shavuos. Today, we say yizkor. It is

What's more, we also know that the Torah that was given to the Jewish
people on this day was broken. The Jewish people received the Ten
Commandments on this day, and when Moshe came down from the
mountain and found the Jewish people worshipping the golden calf, he
broke the two tablets ingo smithereens. and the Jewish people no longer
had the Ten Commandments in tablct form. Moshe Rabbeinu had to
go up again and pray and get a second set of Ten Commandments. He
came down on Yom Kippur. Why isn’t Yom Kippur the day that we
celebrate the receiving of the Torah? It was only then that we got the
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permanent tablets of the Ten Commandments. Why is it that we
celebrate the holiday on Shavuos instcad of celebrating it on Yom
Kippur? It 15 true that there was thunder and lightning and all nature
took account that we received the Torah on Shavuos, but this Ten
Commandments had no effect. It was broken into a million smithereens,

The Ten Commandments that did have effect were the Ten
Commandments that were given on Yom Kippur. Perhaps we can
understand this if we understand what happened to the pieces of the
first Ten Commandments that were shattered by Moshe Rabbeinu. They
were gathered up and put in the same ark that held the second Ten
Commandments. In other words. they were not lost, but served as a
reminder to the people that they could attain once again their former
state, that they could once again come close to G-d.

The holiday of Shavuos has many meanings. One, is the marriage of
G-d and Israel, with the Ten Commandments and the Torah being the
ketubah; but Shavuos also means we should never give up who we are
and what we are. If we slip, we can come back. Just as our parents
taught us, we should realize the potential within us, that each of us can
be who we can be, that cach of us should alwavs sirive to be what we
can be though there are going to be times when we fall, when we are
not what we are and what we could be. Many times we will morally
slip or intellectually slip. but our parents always believed in our
potentiality, That is what made the Jewish family so strong and Jewish
achievement possible. 1t was Yiddishe mamas, women who truly
believed that children were the greatest blessing that G-d could give a
human being. T can tell vou from teaching Hebrew school since 1948
that Jewish children today are not, by and large. the same as Jewish
children were then, One of the reasons for that is. we do not have so
many Yiddishe mamas anymore, mothers who make children believe
in themselves, who understand that children will respond to feelings
that they can accomplish and can do, that they know that they are loved
regardless. I know that there is a very great Jewish scholar, one of the
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greatest today, who has a son who is an automobile mechanic because
he was not born with a high IQ. His father and mother are so proud of
him because he is everything he can be; they make him feel good about
himself. I know that his brother, who is a great scholar, is not held in
any higher esteem than this other chiid, because this other child put all
the effort that he could to be what he could be.

That, of course, is one of the lessons of Shavuos. The lessons of Shavuos
are that we can recapture that which is ours. The reason the Torah does
not mention that the Torah, itself, was given on Shavuos is not to insult
the people, to demonstrate to the whole world that we failed. However,
we still observe the receiving of the Torah on Shavuos to let us know
that we can recapture our potential, that no matter flow much we fall,
we can recapture our tradition, that everv Jew can recapture his tradition
no matter how far he 1s from Yiddishkeit.

That is why we say. too. that you should not cut off the corner of your
field, but should leave it for the poor. The rabbis say that this means
someone who is poor in mitzvahs and not only refers to the corners of
the fields and to Jewish learning in gencral. The ficld of Jewish learning
should be very accessible to people. You first start with a corner and
then move toward the center. Each ol us can accomplish our potential.
We should not give up on any Jew, and we most certainly should never
give up on our children. We should be there for them and allow them to
recapture that which is theirs. We should encourage them to fulfill their
potential, whatever their potential.

All of us ¢an find our tradition again. All of us can find within ourselves
the power and the wonderful things to achieve our potential. G-d has
given each ot us the capacity to come back. to retrieve our past, to be
what our parents wanted us to he. [.et us all hope and pray that on this
Shavuos, we will all realize this. Shavuos is the holiday where we can
all recover our past. After all, look at Dovid HaMelech, He came from
such poor stock. He came on one side as a product of incest. Moab was
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formed when one of the daughters of Lot, thinking the world was
destroyed, gave her father wine, slept with him and had a child, who
was Moab. On the other side, Yehuda slept with his daughter-in-law,
not knowing it was his daughter-in-law, and, yet, the Mashiach came
from that. We also know that Moshe Rabbeinu was put in the basket at
this particular time. His mother hid her pregnancy for the first three
months, but the Egyptians could count. Now it was the nadir of the
Jewish existence in Egypt, and Moshe came back and saved the Jewish
people. All of us can reclaim our past. All of us can live up to our
potential. Let us all hope and pray that we will do so, so the Mashiach
will come quickly in our day. Amen.

Parents, Torah, Brochas, and Joy

s we all know, today is Shavuot. Today is the day on which we
received the Torah. On this day, too, we remember those who
ave gone before us; we say yizkor.

When a person is called up to the Torah, he says the following blessing,
“Blessed are You, Hashem, our G-d, King of the Universe, Who has
chosen us from all the peoples and Who has given us His Torah. Blessed
are You, Hashem, Who gives the Torah.” Notice that it says that G-d
gives us the Torah and He is still giving us the Torah. The Torah is a
document that we continually learn. However, why does it say Who
has chosen us from all the peoples and gives us the Torah? Also, in the
Amidah for the holidays, we also say, “You have also chosen us from
all the peoples. You have loved us and You have found favor in us, and
You have sanctified us with Your Commandments.” Why do we have
to mention chosen at all?

Also, we know, according to the Medrash, that it was not G-d alone
Who chose us, but we chose to accept the Torah. According to the
Medrash, G-d went to all the nations of the world to ask them if they
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would accept the Torah. They all refused. We, the Jewish people,
accepted it. This whole concept of “chosenness’™ has got us into a lot of
trouble, because it has been misinterpreted. Even De Gaulle called us
an arrogant, haughty nation. Ofall people to call us an arrogant, haughty
people! Actually, the word chosen here means the same as the Hebrew
word, bochur, a young man who is not married, or a bochura, a young
woman who is not married. Both these young adults are in the process
of choosing. They are choosing cach other in a marriage relationship.
This does not mean that they do not care for others. They still maintain
relationships with their parents, siblings, and friends. It means that they
share a special relationship. It also means that they understand each
other’s weaknesses. When a young couple marries, the wife cannot say
that she married only the good qualities of her husband, and the man
cannot say the same. If she knew he was messy and had a big mouth
before they were married, she cannot claim he did not have these faults,
and 1t she was gossipy and liked to spend, he cannot claim she did not
have these faults.

That's why it says, “You chosc us from all the nations and You loved
us.” You knew our faulis and, yet. You still chose us. 1t is actually a
plea for understanding and forgiveness when we say that He chose us
from all the nations and gave us His Torah. In other words, G-d
recognized that sometimes we will not keep everything in the Torah,
but You chose us. Parents, too, by choosing their mate, choose to have
certain kinds ot children. They, too, must always love their children,
no matter what their delects. no matter what their problems. Good
parents always love their children. They will try to correct their faults
and when their children are still youngsters, they will force them to do
things they do not like to do so they will learn to be upright, honest
people, mentschen. We, though, are still left with a question.

Why is it that we say a brocha aticr we read the Torah? In the olden
days. the first person who was called to the Torah made the first blessing,
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and the last person called made the last blessing. Today, every person
makes the first blessing and the last blessing after they are called to the
Torah. Why do the rabbis insist that we make a last blessing? After all,
we all know the Halachic principle of Over La’asosem, which means
that we always, with very few exceptions, arc supposed to make the
brocha before we do the act. Before we eat bread, we make hamotzi;
before we drink wine, we make borei pre hagofin. It is true that with
Shabbat candles, we make the blessing after. The reason is that if we
would make the blessing before we lit the Shabbat candles, it would
already be Shabbat, and we would not be able to light the candles.
Therefore, we light the candles but cover our eyes so we should not see
the candles. This is really not a mystical thing from the Halachic
perspective. We do it so we should not see the light of the candles. We
then say the blessing with our eyes covered. We then remove our hands
from our eyes and look at the candles. Alse, when a person converts to
Judaism, he enters the mikvah first without saying a brocha because he
1s not Jewish. Only after he immerses does he say the brocha; but then
we make him dip again. We also say the brocha after we wash our
hands, rather than before. That's because our hands are still unclean.
Also, many rabbis tell us that saying the brocha does not apply to
washing the hands but to the drying of the hands, and we do say the
brocha before we dry our hands. The only time we are required by the
Torah to say a brocha after we do something is when we say the
benching, the grace after meals, Why here do we say a brocha after we
have read the Torah?

The answer 1s because the first blessing speaks that we are commanded
to read the Torah and observe the commandments. The second brocha
speaks that after we have learned the Torah. G-d has planted the Torah
of truth and eternal life in our midst. After we study the Torah, we
grow to love and appreciate it. We may have only studied the Torah in
the beginning because G-d had commanded us to, but now we do it
because we recognize that it is true. that it clevates our lives, that it
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enhances our lives, that it adds beauty 10 our lives, that it helps us
overcome the problems of life.

This is similar to the difterence between the holiday of Pesach and
Shavuot. On Pesach, terms like mishmeres and avoda are used, which
mean that the Jewish people were just commanded to do it. They were
a slave people and were given orders. They were not told to examine
the laws of Pesach and find reasons for them. In fact, the offering that
was brought on Pesach was raw barley. In a certain respect, we accepted
the laws of Pesach like an animal accepting orders from its master.
Barley is food to give to animals. Animals arc trained by the carrot and
stick approach. Shavuot, on the other hand, is a holiday in which we
were urged to investigate and learn and find reasons for the laws of the
Torah. We grew in the 49 days between Pesach and Shavuot. Also, the
offering on Shavuot is baked bread, which is the product of at least 11
different labors, and 1s not offered on the altar but is waved. The bread
is actually eaten. On Shavuot. we accepled the Torah out of joy and
willingness, and we realized that it elevated our lives,

This is. too, the difference between the two brochas. The first brocha
over the Torah speaks about our fulfilling the mitzvahs of the Torah
because we are commanded, and the second brocha says it is true we
do it because we are commanded, but we realize how wonderful these
mitzvahs are, how they enhance our lives. This, too, is what our parents
did for us when they molded and shaped us and told us we had to do
certain things. They did not say that you could go to school if you
wanted, or do your homework if you wanted 10, or come to shul if you
wanted to. They told us we had to do it. We later learned how wonderful
those things were that they made us do. The purpose of Jewish education
is really to make us want to do what we ought to do. So many teenagers
and young adults, when they leave their homes. want to see the Shabbat
candles lit, they want to hear kiddush. want to make a Shabbat. They
realize the beauty of Judaism. We, 100, are like these teenagers. All of
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us learn this from our parents’ home. We thank our parents and those
who have gone before us for teaching us how to appreciate the Torah,
which adds so much to our lives.

I am reminded of the story they tcll about Moshe, whose father was a
Bobover Chosid, who loved to o every Shabbat for Sholosh Seudos
to the table of Benzion Halbershtam, the Bobover Rebbe. The Bobover
Rebbe was a wonderful musician. who composed beautiful songs.
Today, the Bobover songs, as well as the songs of many other Chassidic
dynasties, are wonderful to listen to. Moshc’s father began taking Moshe
when he was seven years old. At [irst. Moshe did not like to go, but
slowly he grew to love the melodics. When he was nine and a half
years old, the Rebbe sang such a beautiful melody that Moshe’s father
made the Bobover Rebbe promise that he would sing this song at
Moshe’s Bar Mitzvah. It was July 1941, At the end of July 1941, the
Nazis launched an action against the Jews ot L.ovov and marched them
all to a ditch and shot them with machine guns. L.cading the march was
Benzion Halbershtam, who told his followers. Do not be afraid. We
are bringing the Mashiach. We are the birth pangs of the Messtah, which
bring in a new era.” Moshe was out in the ficld that day with his teacher
and fellow students. He managed to hide, but after a while was caught
and sent to a work camp. He was tall and big tor his age. Eventually, he
was sent to Malthausen, the terrible concentration camp. One December
day in 1944, all the inmates of the concentration camp were told to go
into the showers for new uniforms, thin. meager rags that were scant
protection against the cold December day. In the middle of the shower,
they were told to go out naked in the cold. There a Zay apel, a count
was taken to see that no one was missing. 1The count was taken, but
something was wrong, and they were forced (o stand in the subfreezing
cold while a second, third, fourth. and {ifth count werec made. Slowly, a
thin film of ice formed on those standing outside, and one by one they
fell. Moshe felt that he could not hang on much longer. He felt that
here today on the day of his bar mitzvah. this would be his last day.




SHAVUQS: Parents, Torah, Brochas, and Joy { 357

However, somehow from within the depths of his soul, maybe from
above, he heard that tune of the Bobover Rebbe flood his heart. It was
as if his father and the Rebbe were singing that tune in a loud voice, as
if they were saying a Chosid must sing and dance. It was such an
uplifting tune you could not help but move your feet. Suddenly, he felt
his feet moving up and down, his hands keeping time to the music.
Slowly, surely the ice fell off him, and his body produced heat as his
feet went up and down and up and down and up and down. He knew he
would live. However, when he looked down. he saw that on the ground
was the color of red where his feet had been. Somehow, he managed to
stay alive for the next six months, and was liberated from Malthausen.

It was now 25 years later, He had tried all these vears to remember the
melody but couldn’t, Today was his son’s bar mitzvah. His son Benzion
was named after thc Bobover Rebbe. His father had always told him
that he must name his first son afler the Rebbe if the Rebbe was no
longer alive. He was so proud of his son. His son read the Torah
flawlessly. It now came time for his aliyah. He read the first brocha,
and then he read the Torah portion assigned to him. His father had
always told him that he must name his first son after the Rebbe if the
Rebbe was no longer alive. He was so proud of his son. His son read
the Torah flawlessly. It now came time for his aliyah. He read the first
brocha, and then he read the Torah portion assigned to him. Finally, he
read the last brocha. As he finished. somehow from the depths of his
heart and mind or from above, that tune of the Bobover Rebbe filled
his soul, and he began to sing in a loud voice. He could not help moving
his feet up and down. The people in the congregation were first taken
aback, but slowly they, too, began to sing that song in a great voice.
The rabbi turned to the quiet Moshe, who hardly ever raised his voice
in shul, and asked him what happened. He told him the story, and the
rabbt said, “It is wonderful, It is wonderful that you are feeling the joy
of the Torah. May your son always feel the joy of the Torah, and may,
through this joy, all the Jewish people be uplifted so the Mashiach will
come quickly in our day.”” Amen.
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Relationships Must Always Be Worked On

n Shavuot, the numbers two and three predominate. We have

the two tablets of the Ten Commandments, we have the two

loaves which were waved on the altar. Akdamas, the special
poem that we read before we begin reading the Torah is a double
acrostic. We can understand why two predominates because Shavuot
is portrayed by the rabbis as thc marriage of (G-d and Israel, with the
Torah being the ketuba, but why should the nuinber three predominate?
We learn how the threefold Torah, which consists of the Torah, the
Prophets, and the Writings, was given to the threefold people, the
Kohanim, Levites, and Israelites after three dayvs of preparation to the
third child, Moshe, in the third month. We can understand why the
number two predominates. ['he number two stands for the marriage of
(G-d and Israel. That's one of the reasons the rabbis say we decorate the
synagogue with greenery and {lowers to simulate a chupa. Since the
rabbis tell us that Shavuot is the celebraton of the marriage of G-d to
Israel, why is it the rabbis also explain that. based on the verse which
says that, “They stood underneath the mountain Tachtis Hahor,” that
G-d held Mount Sinai over the heads of the Jewish people, and said
that if they would accept the Torah. it will be well: if not, He would
drop the mountain on their heads? This seems like a shotgun marriage
at best.

What’s more, we learn earlicr that the Jewish people said, when they
were offered the Torah. "We will do it.” and another time they said,
“We will do and we will listen.” The rabbis say that hecause the Jewish
people said, “We will do and we will listen.” this was considered a
great merit for then and showed their willingness to accept the Torah.,
How then can the rabbis also say that the Iewish people were willing to
accept the Torah only because G-d held a mountain over their head and
said, “If you do not accept the Torah. [ will drop it on you?” The rabbis
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ask this question, too, and some give the answer that the Jewish people
wiilingly accepted the written taw, but they did not accept the oral law.
We learn in the Book of Proverbs, “Listen w0 the instruction of your
father and to the Torah of your mother.” The rabbis explain that the
instruction of your father is the writlen law. It is short, to the point, and
although it secems harsh. readily understandable. The oral law, on the
other hand, is soft and malleable and takes into account circumstances.
It must be studied and it 1s hard work. The Jewish pcople were willing
to accept the written jaw. Whether they would actually keep it, is a
different point. but at least they would accept it, and theoretically, be
willing to do it. However. they did not want to spend a lot of time on it.
LEven though the oral law was gentier and took into account
circumstances. they did not want w expend the effort in learning it.

That’s why the oral iaw is compared to a mother and the written law to
a father. A father just does his job in a few seconds and is gone. A
mother has to carry the baby lor nine months. and even after the baby
is born, the tather usualtly has less contact with it than the mother. Of
course, in a traditional Jewish home, the father always helped the
mother, but if the truth is old. the majority of the work always has
fallen on the mother and sull falls on the mother. Any working mother
will tell you that she still has the majority of the work to do, especially
il she is breast feeding. [t takes a lot of work to raise a baby to adulthood.
The mother is there much more than the father usually, and if that baby
15 to grow up to be a mentsch, he nceds both the mother and father. He
needs the boundarics the father sets, but he nceds more than anything
else the care and concern and gentleness and willingness to take into
account circumstances of the mother. Rabbi Soloveitchik writes that
when the Torah speaks in Devorim, in Deuteronomy, about the voice
of G-d coming from the midst of the fire, it means the voice of G-d is
the intellectual element of the Torah, and coming from the midst of the
fire is the emotional level of the Torah, In his family, his father taught
him Torah. but it was from his mother that he learned how to apply it.
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He learned all the Halachas of Shabbat from his father, but he saw the
Shabbat and experienced the Shabbat because of his mother. The Torah
can only be expericnced when we see how the oral law is applied, but
it is hard work. In fact, the oral law is rcally what allows us to relate to
(3-d, to establish a relationship with Him, more than the written law,
We need both. but for us to have a relationship with our father and
mother, we have to work at it constantly.

That's why the number three predoeminates on Shavuot. Saying you
have a relationship with G-d without learning Torah, especially the
oral Torah, is nothing. The rclationship will not last, and the same thing
can be said about a relationship between a husband and wife. A marriage
without G-d’s spirituality is hard to maintain, There is a husband, a
wife, and their relationship. Unless they work on their relationship
constantly and continually, it will not last. That's why the number three
predominates on Shavuot. Shavuot teaches us about relationships. That’s
why there are not any special rituals or ceremonies connected with
Shavuot expect perhaps for the eating of blintzes and kreplach, and
these two [oods are special because of what's insidc them, because of
things which cannot be seen. The blintzes contain cheese, and the
kreplach meat. which are hidden. The important thing is the inner
relationship that actually cannot be seen. Tt can enly be felt it the couple
are really working on it. I am olten surprised how young people come
to me very much in love, and the next thing I know, have come back
seeking a divorce. What happened? They have failed to work on their
relationship. They failed to realize that when they get married there are
three parts: there is their spouse, themselves, and their relationship.
They have to work on this relationship if they are to make their marriage
work. Shavuot teaches us this because the paradigm for the relationship
between man and G-d is the relationship between man and his spouse.,
Unless we all work on our relationships, our marriages will not endure.
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[ am reminded of the story they tell of a man who came to his rabbi and
said, *"Rabbi, my wife and I are married threc months, and she is having
ababy.” The rabbi replied, “Don’t worry. You are married three months,
your wife is marricd three months, and together vou are married three
months That’s nine months.” Yes, Shavuot teaches us that relationships
are what is important. It also teaches us that our relationships are not
automatic, that we have to work on them day in and day out. We just
cannot say we have a marriage license or a ketuba and that is it. So
many coupies just look at the wedding pictures and think that is it. but
it is the working on the relationship day in and day out that is important.
Unless we do that, we will not have successtul relationships.

I am reminded of the story about [Lady Osbourne who called one of her
workers over and said, “Bellamy tells me you have been working for
me for 35 years.” He replied. “Yes, madam. That’s correct.” She then
said, “Bellamy tells me you were hired to take care of our big dog.”
The man said, “Yes, madam, That’s correct.” She said, “Bellamy tells
me the dog died 27 years ago.”™ The worker said. *Yes, madam. That’s
correct. What would you like me to do now?” We cannot have any
relationships unless we work on them. [Let us remember that on Shavuot
not only the number two predominates but also the number three. Let
us all hope we will have such relationships so the Mashiach will come
quickly in our day. Amen.







SELICHOS

Night, Turning, The Right Path, and Hope

n a few moments, we will be saying Selichos. We always say the

first Selichos at midnight on Saturday night. It seems strange that

we should do this since, according to the Kaballah, night is the
time of judgment. Morning is the time of mercy. Why is it that we
should say the Selichos in the evening the first night? Why should we
say it especially Motzi Shabbos? After all, we only have to say it four
days before Rosh Hashonna, Why don’t we just count four days before
Rosh Hashonna and start? Why do we always say Selichos the first
time on Motz Shabbos, and why do we say it at night?

Perhaps the answer to this question can be found in the fact that when
we left Egypt, we left at midnight. The Angel of Death came through
Egypt at approximately midnight and the Jewish people were then
ordered by Pharaoh to leave Egypt. We say in our pravers on Selichos,
“Torgive us, please, for the sin of this nation like the greatness of Your
kindness as vou have forgiven this nation from Egypt until now. “So
we remind ourselves that we were in Epypt and we left Egypt, and
when we lelt Egypt, we left a little alter midnight. We left our homes
and began to congregate so that the next morning we actually left Egypt
en masse.

We also know that all the Jewish holidays start in the evening. They do
not start in the morning. The reason for this, many rabbis say, is to
teach us about hope. Iope is the most important thing in this life. We
are going to go through bad periods. We are going to go through the
night, but every night opens up into the day. We are not concerned that
many times the day is foliowed by the night. What we are more
concerned with is that when we are in the middle ol 'night. in the middle
of problems, we should always realize that there is hope and that there
will be a new day. That is what our Selichos proclain. about how we
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are mired in the darkness of our own transgressions and how often
many of us want to give up. We say that 1t is not important for us to try
to change because we just cannot change. It is too hard to change.
Selichos teaches us that we should never feel that way. We should never
give up on ourselves. There is always hope. There is hope in spite of
the tsooris, troubles, that the Jewish people have found themselves in
throughout the generations. We now see with the rebirth of Israel, that
the faith of our ancestors was fully justified and that there is always
hope. None of us should ever feel that we cannot change. No one should
ever feel that we cannot be better because the night is always followed
by the day, and our holidays always come out of the night. The Egyptian
slavery was a terrible slavery. So many children were killed. So many
people were humiliated and oppressed, yet, out of that slavery we came
into the light and received the Torah.

That is also why when we say the main pizmon of the Selichos, we say,
“to listen to the joy and to the prayer”. What does it mean, listen to the
joy? Joy means we are filled with hope. We have optimism. To be a
Jew, you have to be optimistic. G-d, we are optimistic about our future.
G-d we know we can change. G-d listen to our jov. G-d, listen to our
optimistic appraisal of our future. We have hope. Things can be different.
We will change, although we know that it is hard to change. In fact, in
the Torah portion Nitzavim, which we have just completed reading,
we talk about two types of teshuva. It says, “And you shall turn to your
heart among all the nations which G-d your G-d shall push you there.”
Then it says, “And you shall return to the Lord your G-d.” First you are
turning to your heart and then you are turning to the Lord your G-d,
and vou shall listen to His voice. Then it says, “And G-d shall turn
your captivity and have mercy upon you, and then He will return again
a second time and gather you from all the nations.” This is a description
of what happens to people when they are mired in their own sins, when
they do not realize that they are making a mistake. They are uneasy. G-
d has told us in the Torah portion Vayelech that, “I will hide My face”.
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If the people of the world do not necd G-d or want G-d, G-d says okay.
You can rule your affairs the way you want to rule them. Unfortunately,
every time we do that, we get into a lot of trouble. Every time we tell
G-d we do not nced Him and He withdraws, terrible evils break out
into the world.

Many times, we feel uneasy. We know that somcthing 1s wrong. We
have told G-d to leave but we do not know what is wrong. We do not
know that 1t is because of our not having G-d in our lives that we are
teeling this way. That is the mcaning of the ¢xpression, G-d is hidden.
He hides Himself and we do not even know what is wrong. We do not
know where to turn. If we turn to Hashem, He would help us and we
would fee] better, but we do not know how to do that. We do not know
what is wrong. Therefore, so many people turn to fads and other causes
in order to try to still the alienation or the bad feeling in their hearts
they suffer from. Therefore, the first aspect of teshuva is to turn to your
heart. Are you really happy with what you are doing? Are you satisfied
with what you are doing now? When you feel that something 1s wrong,
you will start to search for something and G-d will turn to you.

This is similar to smoking. We all know that smoking is a terrible habit
and can kill you, but it won’t kill you right away. It will kill you down
the road, maybe 20, 30, 40 years from now, but smoking will kill you
statistically. There may be one or two people who smoke and will reach
the age of 100, but most people will not. Most people will shorten their
lives considerably by smoking, but smoking is like the evil that we do.
G-d has told us that when we do good we are blessed immediately, and
that is why the word asher is used when it refers to the good things that
will happen to us when we will follow G-d’s command in the Torah
portion Ki Thavo. We will not become multimillionaires or maybe not
great successes, but we will have better interpersonal relationships and
our health will feel better. We will feel better about ourselves and have
self-esteem. These things are tangible benefits that we will gain. but
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many times when we do evil, when we take the wrong path, we do not
feel it right away. It takes a long time before we feel it. That is why the
expression eem is used in that Torah portion when it tells about the
curses that will come upon us. Many times, people will sacrifice their
relationships and act in a greedy way and betray their friends to get to
the top, and what good is it? They will feel lonely and depressed and
they will not have gained anything. They do not even know that they
are cursed until eventually they get to the top.

This happens, too, many times when we take the wrong path. When we
smoke cigarettes, we do not realize originally that this is going to lead
us into death and destruction. In fact, | remember when I was growing
up if you wanted to be glamorous and be like the movie stars (every
movie star smoked), if you wanted to be grown up, you started to smoke.,
Thank G-d, I never liked smoking. I tried it once and I did net like it at
all, but other people, other children, other teenagers got hooked on
smoking and it shortened many of their lives. They got lung cancer and
heart disease from it.

We all know that many times it is not apparent right away that the road
that we are taking is the wrong road, and sometimes it takes a while
before we can figure it out, and then when we figure it out, it is so hard
to change the path.

That is why we begin the Selichos with, “To You, G-d, is righteousness
and to us is shamefacedness.” We say, “What can we plead before
you? What can we say and how can we justify ourselves? Let us examine
our paths and we will search them and we will return to You, to teshuva,
we will return to You.” It 1s important that we realize that G-d has set
out markers for us, but many times, we do not follow the markers. We
do not see that we are being harmed in any way. It is like so many
people who gave up so many Jewish practices. They did not realize
that these Jewish practices allowed them t0 live moderate and good
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lives, allowed them to be good parents and good children, allowed
them to have support from their family, moral support which we all
nced. We need not only moral support, but we all need a family to
whom we can bring our achievements.

So, G-d, You were just. You gave us right things, wonderful things,
and what did we do? What can we say? We thought we would deviate
from the path a little bit, and, after all, it was not noticeable at the
beginning that anything was different. It 1s just like smoking. [n the
first tew years. we did not seem to be doing anything to ourselves, but
20 or 30 years down the line, we will notice what we have done.
Therefore, we have to turn to You, and when we turn to You after we
realized that something was wrong, You will turn to us. We have to
make an cftort. We have to try to quit smoking. G-d will aid us in that
endeavor. but it 1s not an easy process. We have to feel, though, that we
have hope. that wc can change, that things can be better.

That's why in the next sentence we say, “Because Your right hand You
have stretched out Lo receive those who are turning,” We can change.
We can be something difterent than what we are today. Yes, it is difficult.
We have taken a wrong path and we are going to have to reverse that
path, and somctimes it takes a while 1o go backwards to our starting
place so that we can assume the dutics that we know we should do.
Therefore, there is a second turning. After we have turned back from
the wrong path we have to assume the right path. Then it says, “And
you shall turn unto the Lord vour G-d.” In the beginning of this Torah
portion, G-d savs he is going 1o turn our captivity because we have
taken the wrong path. We have become captive to it. He 1s going to
have mercy upon us and allow us 1o change our path. and then He is
going to turn to us and gather us from ali the nations and allow us o go
on the right path. Tle is going to give us the moral authority to be
different. We do not have to worry about what other people think ot us.
We know that we have a Jewish path that is right. We do not have to
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feel inferior before any other peoples because our path is right. That is
the second stage: getting on the right path. “It is not with kindness and
not with good deeds that we come before You because we are like poor
creatures and needy creatures who are banging on Your doors.” What
does that mean?

It means we are like poor creaturcs. We are poor in mitzvahs. G-d,
many times we did not do all the mitzvahs that we should have done.
We have not assumed responsibility for ourselves and for others as we
should have and for You, also, G-d, for the Jewish peopie and for the
Jewish religion. Also, often, we are poor actually in resources. We did
not have the learning that we should have gotten when we were a child.
Sometimes, we do not have financial resources to make the turn back
to the ways thal we know that we should do. Quite frequently, we do
not have the mental capacity, or the years have dulled our senses but,
(G-d we are knocking on Your doors. G-d, please, let us come back. Let
us, first of all. retrace the old path and then let us take the new path we
know 1s out there. We ask GG-d, we are knocking on Your doors, G-d,
and. please, don’t turn us back cmpty from before You because You
hear our pravers.

That 1s, too, why we say Selichos on Motzi Shabbos when Shabbos is
over. What happened on the first Shabbos? Adam was created on Friday.
e sinned on Friday. He was forgiven on Friday because G-d had
originally said that if Adam was going to sin he would die that very
day, but he did not. Adam lived to be 930 years old. G-d forgave him,
but G-d told him he could not stay in the Garden of Eden, that he
would have to be expelled. G-d allowed Adam and Eve, though, to
stay in the Garden for Shabbos. When Motzi Shabbos came, G-d said
they had to leave. Adam said, 1 can’t leave. It is dark outside. I am
scared. I can’t make it. Tt is too hard. It 1s night. I have too many obstacles
to overcome.” G-d said, “1 will give you a gift. I will give you fire.”
That is why we have the Havdallah candle. the hope that G-d has given
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us. He has given us the [ire ot Torah, the firc of creativity, the fire of
controlling nature. Ie has allowed us to make the world that 1e kicked
us inta from the Garden of Eden, like a Garden of liden. That's why we
also have the besomeem, which stands for the smell of the Garden of
Eden. We can make our world a Garden of Eden. G-d has given us the
tools. but it is a hard job. We are going out into the night; still we have
hope. G-d gave us hope. (5-d said, “You can do it. Never feel that vou
cannot do 1t. You certainly can do 1t.”

That is what Adam was told by G-d, and that is why we have the first
Selichos on midnight after Shabbos because we, too, are filled with
hope that we can overcome the night that is within us and without us,
and that we can be much better people. That is why. too, in the Torah
portion Nitzavim it says, © You are standing today,” and it mentions the
word standing three times. Why is this? The reason is that each of us
today can do 1t. Many times, people have an alibi like it is too hard to
change, but, no, you are standing today, Today is different from
vesterday, You can change. There is hope for you. Don’t give up. Then
there are other people who say 1t 1s so hard that they might as well give
up hecause they might be able to resist temptation today, but not
tomorrow. Don’t worry about tomorrow. Worry about today. You arc
able 1o resist it today. You are able to be better today. Continue to be
what you know that vou are capable of being. That is what we all learn
on Selichos. We lcarn ihat there is hope in the world, that G-d will
open the doors for us. We are banging on the doors, people poor in
mitzvahs and mavbe poor even in Torah learning and other resources,
but G-d will apen the doors for us if we have hope, if we are willing to
turn because if we will turn, 1f we will realize that it is our job to make
this world @ Garden of Eden and our job to make ourselves upstanding.
right people. we can do it. That is what we proclaim here when we tell
G-d 1o listen to our hope and joy and listen to our prayer. May G-d
listen to our hope and to our prayer so the Mashiach will come quickly
in our day. Amen.







ROSH HASHONNA

The Shofar, Forms, and Feelings

in a very particular order. We have to first blow a Tekiah, then

we blow a Shevorim Teruah, then we blow a Tekiah, then we
blow a Tekiah. then we blow a Shevorim, then we blow a Tekiah, then
we blow a Tekiah, then we blow a Teruah, and then we blow a Tekiah.
We know that we blow the shofar 100 times on this holiday: 30 times
right after the Torah reading; another 30 times in our shul during the
silent Shemoneh Esreh; another 30 times during the repetition of the
Shemonch Esreh; and then another 10 times at the end of the service.
We also know that the shofar has particular rules. The shofar has to be
bigger than a man’s hand, but it cannot be adorned with gold. You
cannot put a mouthpiece on the shofar. The shofar has many rules. For
example, you cannot hear an echo of the shofar. You have to hear the
shofar, itself. The question could be asked, why do we need all these
rules to blow the shofar? Isn’t the shofar supposed to be a cry from the
heart, and isn’t a cry from the heart supposed to be spontaneous? Why
do we need all these rules for the shofar?

Today we blow the shotar. We would have had to blow the shofar

Judaism throughout the generations has been accused of being a
legalistic religion. This has been a very unfair criticism. The reason
Judaism has been accused of being a legalistic religion 1s because people
think that feelings create forms, but forms do not create feelings.
Judaism does not believe that feelings create forms. Feelings, most of
the time, are amorphous, and feelings vary from day to day and week
to weck and minute to minute. What really allows us to feel things is
form. We all know that in our daily life. For example, we put on a
tuxedo and get ready to go to a concert. We feel different. We know
that if we want to have some romance, we put the lights down low, put
on music, and serve a nice meal with candlelight. We know that all
these things induce in us certain feelings, and it is the form that induces
feelings. It is the same thing when we are about to purchase a car,
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purchase a house. We have to go through certain forms before they
really become ours and the minute they become ours, then we have the
feeling. There is a big difference between wanting to have feelings and
feelings. Feelings are subject to form. All of us think that we are unique
and special and, therefore, our feelings are only unique to us. However,
we know that this is not so. We know that everybody has feelings, and
we know that people are not really unique and special except for certain
nonessential qualities. We all know that from medicine. 1f a person
goes to a doctor and has certain symptoms, then in 99.9 percent of the
cases, he has the same disease that anybody clse has with these
symptoms. All our bodies work the same way. Maybe there are a few
little genetic diseases and so forth which may be a little bit different
but, by and large, everybody with certain symptoms has the same
disease. The same thing holds true psychologically. People that arc
subjected to certain pressures will break. Some will break sooner than
others, but the longer the pressure and the steadier the pressure, the
more sure it is that everyone will eventually break. Therefore, psychiatry
works and, therefore, there are different types of medications to cure
depressions and disturbances. So we know that feelings follow form
and not the other way around. We know that if a person wants to feel
healthy, he cannot just say he feels healthy. He has to exercise and cat
the right food, get the right amount of sleep, and do things in moderation.
Then he is going to feel healthy. You can want o feel healthy, but that
does not mean that you are healthy. You have to do things first belore
you are healthy. The same thing is true in interpersonal relationships
and in Jewish life. [t is not just enough to want to have good relationships
with others. There are certain forms that vou have to follow, certain
things vou have to do, and unless you are willing to do these things.
vou arc not going to get the desired results.

That is what Rosh Hashonna is teaching us. [t is teaching that feelings
are very amorphous. Feelings have to be captured and put into a form
and then they can be used and be a blessing in our lives. We all know
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that the most important thing in life is morality. We know that feelings,
themselves, must be subjccted to morality, that even before we speak
about the love of G-d, we have to speak about our willingness to live a
moral and decent life. Therefore, when we say the Shema we say, “Hear,
O Israel, the Lord our G-d, the Lord is One.” That means that we accept
upon ourselves morality. Itis only when a person is willing to be moral
that love has any mcaning at all. Then we can say, “You shall love the
Lord your G-d with all your heart and with all your soul,” but first we
must be moral.

That is one of the reasons, too, why the Tekiah must come belore the
Shevorim and the Teruah. The Tekiah is a sign of morality. a sign of
standards, and Shevorim and Teruah are a sign of our [eelings, our
feelings which exdst outside of morality and can lead to great aberrations.
Even the love of (G-d can be transformed into child sacrifice and into
all sorts of abuses and cultic behavior. We must first agree that G-d
never will ask us to do anything that is immoral. That is the whole
purposc of the story of the Akedah when Abraham misinterpreted
G-d’s command. Notice, it said that an angel, a malach of GG-d appeared
to Abraham and told him to withhold his hand. Some people explain
that the word malach means the Torah 1tself, that feelings not based on
morality will destroy us, We first must have morality, we must have
correct form and respect, and then love and other feelings can come
into play. We all know the tragic story of Susan Smith, of how she
drowned her two children for the love of her bovfriend. Her boyfriend
said he did not want to have these children and would not have anything
10 do with her as long as she had these children. Because she loved her
man. she killed her children. This is not a unigue incident. This happens
all the time. How many women let their boy (riends abuse their children
because they are alraid thev are going lose their man unless they permit
such a thing? We know that child abuse 1s rampant in the United States.
[.ove is nothing unless you tirst have morality, unless you first have the
proper forms in which it can be encased. We learn that first we must
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have the Tekiah and only then can we have the Shevorim and the Teruah.
Only then can we have the feelings.

That’s why, too. gold cannot be used on a shotar, because gold is
different from other metals or wood. Wood would rot. Other metals
disintegrate or rust, but gold lasts forever. That is one of the reasons
why it is considered a precious metal. Gold does not live in a state of
flux, but our feclings arc constantly in a state of [lux, and our feelings
have to he cncased in morality. Otherwise. they will get out of hand
and destroy us. We Jews arc not latecomers to this whole idea of what
it take to lead a good life. We are not johnny-come-latelies. It 1s not
just by chance that we Jews have existed for 3.500 years with a
wonderful family life, producing beautiful and wonderful individuals
who have helped the world immensely because we know that feelings
are important. But feclings have to be encased in responsibility and
morality, and then they will flourish and blossom; first, vou have to
have the correct form. If you do not have the correct form, then the
feelings will be destructive; they will not be positive.

We all know that within marriage, il vou have the correct respect, the
marriage will flower and grow better and better every day. Jf vou do
not, you will end up in terribly abusive behavior of one spouse to the
other. So we know that Judaism has a wondertul message to give to the
world,

[ am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was walking
down a dark aisle in a theater. He taps a lady on the shoulder who was
sitling in the first seat and said, “Ma’am. are you the lady whose toes |
just stepped on a few minutes ago”” The woman looked at him and
said, “Yes, you sure did.” Then he turned to his wife and said. “Honey,
I found the right seats. This is the right row.” It is not by chance that
Judaism has survived. We know how to create the correct feelings. We
know how the Shabbos atmosphcre helps create good family
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relationships. We know that keeping kosher causes a person (o learn
how to curb his appetites so that he is not so much subjected to drugs
and alcohol. We know that we can overcome many different types of
problems if we have the correct atmosphere. We know that great feelings
of joy and happiness can be engendered in us by Simchas Torah, by a
wedding because we have the correct form. We also know that we can
express our sadness through our mourning practices, if need be, but
the most important thing that we always have to recognize 1s that love
alone 15 nothing, feelings alone are nothing unless they are encased in
responsibility, unless they are bracketed by a Tekiah in the beginning
and a Tekiah at the end. We also have to remember that we have to
strive to always be better and better. and that is why the shofar has to
be more than the grasp of a man’s hand. The shofar is blown in one
side and the sound comes out in the other. Feelings come to us when
we observe the correct form. T.et us remember that to be healthy we
have to do certain things. that to be spiritual, we also have to do certain
things first. To have the correct feclings, we have to keep a Jewish
home, we have to practice morality, we have to do those things which
our traditions demand of us. Il we do. then rest assured that we will
truly have wonderful fechings. We will have love between spouses and
between parents and children. We will have respect and admiration
and all those types of feelings which make life worthwhile, but we
have to remember that it is form that produces feelings, not feelings
that produce form. Feelings can only produce erratic behavior unless
these feelings are encased in a correct form. Let us all hope and pray
that all of us will realize this so we will all have a good year, a healthy
year, and a year in which we will feel deeply because we have ohserved
the correct forms. Amen.
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Normalcy, Uniqueness, and Interaction With the World

he rabbis teach us that on Rosh Hashonna, Joseph was released

from prison; Joseph who was the épitome of the Jew who

maintained his religious integrity and vet contributed mightily
to the world. He was released from prison and, unbeknownst to him, to
become the viceroy of Egvpt. Joseph is known as Yosef Hatzedek
because he never compromised his moral. ethical. or religious
principles; vet he became for all intents and purposes the real ruler of
[Lgypt for many vears. He saved Egypt from {amine and enhanced its
world power.

On Rosh Hashonna. too. the rabbis teach us three women were
answered: Sarah, Rachel, and Chana. Fach of them bore a son after
getting pregnant on Rosh Hashonna. Yitzchak was born to Sarah. Yosef
to Rachel, and Shmuel to Chana. Each of these three great Jewish figures
had one thing in common: they all preserved their Jewish identity while
interacting with the world around them. Shmuel was a prophet, the
leader of the Jewish people who had to contend with the Philistine
threat. The Philistines had already destroved the Jewish religious center
at Shilo which had stood for 400 years. The Tabernacle was located in
Shilo. The Jewish people were harassed and harried. It was not clear
whether they were going to be able to withstand the Philistine attack.
Shmuel crowned two kings. Sol and David, to counter the Philistine
threat. He reluctantly crowned Sol.

Yitzchak. too, had 1o interact with the world. He was the most inward
of all the patriarchs, but he had 1o deal with Avimelech and with those
who would plunder his wells. He. too. had to contend with the outside
world. We all know that we Jews are in a covenantal relationship with
G-d. but so are all the peoples of the world. We share with them the
covenant (hat G-d made with Noah. [n addition to that covenant, we




ROSH HASHONNA: Normalcy, Uniqueness, & Interaction With the World | 377

also have a special covenant of Abraham and Sinai, but all human
beings can and do have a relationship with (G-d. Rosh Hashonna is
known as the Jewish New Year, but in all our prayers we mention the
nations of the world. In the Torah reading vesterday, we rcad about
Hagar and Ishmael. Hlagar was not Jewish. We lcarn how G-d listened
to her prayers and to the prayers of [shmael. We also learn how Abraham
made a treaty with Avimelech, Even in today’s Torah rcading where
we learn about the binding of Isaac, we do not stop with the binding
but learn about the details of Abraham’s family in Mesopotamia, These
people were not Jewish.

In the threc major prayers of Rosh Hashonna, the Malchuyos, the
Zichronos, and the Shefros. we mention the other peoples of the world.
“They will recognize and they will know all the inhabitants of the
universe.” We talk about “every human being will realize that Thou
has created it”. We learn that evervone is judged on Rosh Hashonna,
not just the Jewish people. All the nations are judged on Rosh Hashonna.
We cven learn, when it talks about the final redemption, that “all the
inhabitants of the universe and the dwellers of the earth will look on
the signal raised on the mountain.”

On this holiday of Rosh Hashonna, we stress not just the fact that we
Fews have a unique relationship with G-d, but also that we must react
with all humanity. There has always been dialectical tension in Judaism
between the universal and the particular. Unfortunately, especially since
the time of the Holocaust, many Jews have forgotten about this tension
and have decided that we have to be either a normal people or we have
to draw up the bridges and consider all the people of the world as
irredeemably evil. There are many Jews who say enough of suffering
and persecution. We have to be like everybody else, we have to give up
our Jewish identity and uniqueness. We have to be normal.
Unfortunately, when they speak about normal, they mean to be normal
like the River Qaks County Club crowd. They want to excel in business
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and the arts and science and medicine and law. They end up by sticking
out like a sore thumb. They, in effect. incitc more hatred. The people
they bested hate them for beating them out of their positions. The poor
people think the Jews got all their wealth by trickery and dzceit, and
the middle class people think they are uppity. We Jews just cannot be a
normal people. Theodore Hertzl founded the Zionist movement
principally to make the Jewish people a normal people. He thought
that if the Jewish people would have a state, there would be no more
anti-Semitism. Unfortunately, it has not turned out this way. There is
more anti-Semitism now than before Hertzl started. The entire Arab
and Moslem countries, some of the Third World, and many in Europe
are still anti-Semitic. Other Jews think that we have to ignore the world
completely, that they have nothing to teach us, that we have nothing to
learn from them. These people pervert Judaism the other way.

In the Torah portion which we read today, we learn how G-d told
Abraham not to sacrifice his son. However, the rabbis say that when
Abraham went to Mount Moriah with Isaac, he started out on his journey
with “his boys”. Rabbi Soloveitchik says that these boys were the
representatives of the current culture. After all, how did Abraham
misinterpret G-d's command? How did he think that when (5-d said 1o
elevate the boy, which can also mean to sacrifice, G-d really meant to
sacrifice and not just to elevate? The rabbis say he learned this from
his culture. In that culture, they really sacrificed children, but after the
Akedah was over the Torah says that “Abraham returned to his boys
and they got up and they went to Beersheba”, but the Torah does not
say where Yitzchak went. The rabbis say that Yitzchak went to the
school of Schaim and Aver. Schaim and Aver were not Jewish. Yitzchak,
who just went through an all-consuming religious experience, still knew
that he had to interact with the world. We Jews cannot, even after a
Holocaust, be concerned only about ourselves. We must also interact
with the world. Yitzchak, the most inner-directed of all the patriarchs,
teaches us this.




ROSH HASHONNA: Normalcy, Uniqueness, & Interaction With the World [ 379

On this Rosh Hashonna, we tell G-d that in spite of everything, we still
want 1o interact. [ know that after the Holocaust, it is hard. There is a
terrible story of the Holocaust about an SS unit taking a whole village
of Jews to be shot. They had them march miles in the 100-degree Polish
heat to the exccution site. When they had marched a little more than a
mile, the rabbi turned to the head of this SS group and said, “Why are
you making us walk in this hot weather? Why don’t you just shoot us
here?” The SS man said, “What are you complaining about? We have
to walk back.” Sometimes it is hard to still want to interact with the
world, but we have to.

When we hear the ram’s hom, which reminds us of Yitzchak’s near
sacrifice, we tell G-d, “G-d we will not give up. We will not pretend
we are a normal people and we will not pretend we are only a unique
people. We will continue to do Your will. We will continue to interact
with others and be a unique people.” We know in our day that this is
the philosophy of Centrist Orthodoxy and the philosophy of the Hebrew
Academy and the philosophy of our synagogue. Let us all hope and
pray that we will be true to the philosophy; that we will be like Joseph,
true to our traditions, but always our best to make sure that all the
peoples with whom we live shall prosper and enjoy the good life. Amen.

Memories, Relationships, and Judgement

osh Hashonna we know is Yom Hadin, the day of judgement,
R-ln)ut if we look in the Torah we will see that Rosh Hashonna is
ot referred to as Yom Hadin, the day of judgement. It is called

the day of Yom Teruah, the day of blowing, but it is not called Yom
Hadin, the day of judgement. In fact, if we look in the Kiddush for
Rosh Hashonna, it is not referred to as Yom Hadin, the day of judgement.

Even in the benching, the grace after meals, Rosh Hashonna is not
referred to as Yom Hadin but as Yom Hazikoron, the day of
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remembrance. In fact, there is a very strange Medrash which says that
G-d does not call this day a day of judgement until we down below
here call it a day of judgement. If we call it a day of judgement, then
(G-d tells the angels to bring the right implements to convene the court.
It is we who determine whether this is a day of judgement. In the
Kiddush, we say the same thing. M’Kadeish Yisroel V' Yom Hazikoron,
who sanctifics [srael and the day of remembrance. We sanctify the day.
If we do not sanctify the day. then it is not a day of judgement.

Perhaps a clue to why this is a day of judgement is found in the word
zikoron. The word zikoron means memories. Memories imply a
relationship. We must have a relationship with people before we can
judge. Rosh Hashonna is a holiday about our relationship with G-d.
We all want to count. If we are not judged, if we have no relationship
with G-d. then we do not count. Then our lives become meaningless.
The Rabbis explain that the expression that we are created Btzelem
Elocheem, in the image of G-d, means that we were created in the
shadow of GG-d. If the object disappears, the shadow disappears. If we
do not have a rclationship with G-d, our lives become meaningless.
Look at all the rich, successful people. especially movie stars, who
have committed suicide. They scem to have everything. They are hollow
inside. The paradox is the more you get into vourself, the more alienated
vou become while the more you attach vourself to others, the more you
find yourself.

The Torah portion we read this morning is the binding of Yitzchak. In
this Torah portion, we leamn about relationships. We lcarn about the
relationship between Abraham and G-d. the relationship between
Yitzchak and Abraham, the relationship between Abraham and others,
between Yitzchak and others, and the relationship between Yitzchak
and G-d. Yitzchak and Abraham went together. Yitzchak followed the
same values of his father. It a child rejects the values of his parents, he
is judging them. Abraham thought he was commanded to sacrifice his
son. -d, though, does not want this. To Jewish eves. the idea of a
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father sacrificing his son is a hornble thing. Other religions may even
be based on this, but to Jewish eyes, it is a terrible thing. This is not the
type of relationship we want. After the binding of Isaac, it says “and
Abraham returned to his boys they got up and went.” It does not say
anything about Yitzchak coming back. -Yitzechak went his own way,
but his father knew that he possessed the same values he had. Even
though they went different ways, their relationship was strong. We all
need relationships with €-d. with our family and with our fiiends. The
question 1s many limes asked, why wasn't the Temple built on Mount
Sinai? Afier all. that’s where G-d gave us the Ten Commandments.
After all, that’s where G-d Himself appeared. G-d appeared there in
fire and lightning when e gave us the Torah 1o teach us that the words
of the Torah must be learned with enthusiasm. The intellect and emotion
must be joined. Why wasn’t the Temple built on Mount Sinai? Instead,
Mount Monah was chosen bocause it was on Mount Moriah that the
Akedah ook place. When one Jew is willing 10 sacrifice for another,
that’s where the Holy Temple belongs. When we are all concerned
with one another, that’s when G-d's presence can be felt. G-d is telling
us if you want a strong relationship with Me then have a strong
relationship with cach other. There is a famous Chassidic story which
says when one yud is above another, we must stop when we read the
Torah. }t"s a pseek. a stop, However, when one yud is beside another,
when onc Jew is helping another Jew, that spells G-d’s name. Let us all
strengthen our relationship with (G-d by strengthening our relationship
with each other. Then we will truly merit a good, happy year.

Rosh Hashonna, Rosh Chedesh and the Shofar

tis especially appropriate that Rosh ashonna should take place
on Rosh Chodesh. the new moon. The moon has always been the
svimbol of the Jews. not the sun, because the moon ebbs and wanes
but always comes back. It may even scem to disappear completely
because it cannot be seen for several days but it always comes back.
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We Jews, too, have the capacity to come back. It may seem that we,
too, have been absorbed completely into a host culture only to find that
although we may have absorbed some of the best points of the culture,
we have come back dedicated to Jewish ideals. We Jews have this
capacity to renew ourselves. One of the reasons for this is also because
we, like the moon, have no light of our own, We really reflect a higher
light. When we fews reflect a higher light, a higher message. then we
shine.

This Rosh Chodesh, which is Rosh Hoshanna, we are going to blow
the Shofar. The Rabbis tell us that the Shofar has the capacity to change
the Midas Hadin to Midas Harachmeem. Why should the Shofar have
this capacity though, since every time it is mentioned in the Torah and
in the Bible, it signifies the attribute of strict justice, not the attribute of
mercy. Baruch surrounded the city of Merose and blew 400 Shofars to
demonstrate the failure of the people of this city to send troops to help
fight against the Canaanite enemy. Joshua blew the Shofar and the walls
came tumbling down. Every other place in the Torah, too, when the
Shofar is blown, it signifies the application of strict justice. How can
the Rabbis say that when we blow the Shofar, it has the capacity to
change strict justice to mercy? The answer that | heard from a great
Rabbi is that it depends upon who blows the Shofar. If the accuser
blows the Shofar, then truly strict justice is called into play, but if we
blow the Shofar on ourselves, then the Shofar has the capacity to change
strict justice to mercy. If we are self-critical, if we are not smug and
complacent, if we are not self-righteous and consider ourselves a big
tzadek, if we realize that we have faults, then we will have within us
the capacity to renew ourselves. The Shofar will serve to change strict
justice to mercy. G-d will see that we are trying to be better, we are
rylug to impie ve. Self-righteousness, smugness, and complacency stop
Lo ftorm . oewiny ourselves. We Jews have survived because we have
e 0a sidny t oo 2ive ourselves and to renew ourselves.
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The Kotzker Rebbe once said, “1 prefer an evil person who knows he is
evil to a righteous person who knows he is right because that person
can no longer grow.” Once, someone came to the Ger Rebbe and the
Ger Rebbe asked him if he learned. He said, “Rebbe, [ have only learned
a little”, to which the Ger Rebbe replied, “We have all learned just a
little.” None of us should ever feel that we know everything, that we
are the end all and be all of everything. We are now approaching the
season of Teshuva. of repentance. Repentance does not just mean
making up for past sins. After all, what big sins did the great rabbis do
who felt such a need to do Teshuva? Did they kill anybody? Did they
steal from anybody? But many of them felt very bad. They would even
cry when they would say the prayer about Teshuva. Teshuva is necessary
when we do not live up to our potential, when we know we could have
done much more but did not. None of us has ever lived up to our
potential completely. The rabbis teach that anyone who does not have
Yiras Shomayeem but has Torah is compared to a treasurer who has
the keys to the inner safe but not the keys to the outer safe. Unless we
have the correct attitude, Torah learning will not help us. Yiras
Shomayeem means that we realize how far we have to go fulfill our
mission of imitating G-d. All of us must blow the Shofar from within.
If we do so then our Torah learning will allow us to lead a full and a
rich life. At this High Holiday season, it is important that all of us
ponder on the secret of Jewish survival. It is because we not only have
Torah, but we also blow the inner Shofar. With these two qualities,
Jews will continue to survive forever.

Listening to the Inner Man

‘ ’ r hy is it that on Rosh Hashonna the instrument that is chosen
to call us to repentance is the shofar? After all, the shofar is

a very hard instrument to blow. Its sound is uncertain. Many

times it happens that the shofar blower, after successfully blowing the
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shofar for a few notes, cannot proceed. Sometimes a person can blow
the shofar without any problem for 363 days of the year, and on the two
days of Rosh Hashonna, he has problems. The shofar note, too, is not
usually pleasing. It has a piercing sound. Why shouldn’t we blow a
trumpet or a trombaone or play a clarinet as our call to repentance?

What's more, we know that we can use the horn of any animal as a
shofar on Rosh Hashonna except from that of a cow. We can use an
antelope or a deer or a goat. Of course, it 13 preferable that we use a
ram’s horn, but all horns are kosher except that of the cow. Why should
this be so?

We also know that when the Ten Commandments were given on Mount
Sinai, as long as the shofar was blowing, the people could not ascend
the mountain, “All the people saw the thunder and the hghtning and
the voice of the shofar and the mountain smoking and the nations saw
and they trembled and they stood at a distance.™ As long as the shofar
was blowing, the people could not ascend to G-d.

The rabbis also teach us that on Rosh Tlashonna, Joseph was brought
out of prison, Rosh Hashonna celebrates also the day he was released
from prison. Throughout the davening, we mention Joseph and his son,
Ephraim, and his mother, Rache]. One of the themes of this holiday is
the redemption of Ephraim.

The answer 10 all these questions can be found in the tact that we are
not commanded to blow the shofar, we are commanded to hear the
shofar. We must hear the unvarnished sound of the inner man, We must
hear his crics and his anguish (' we are to accomplish anvthing in this
world, if we are to fulfill our destiny of G-d’s partner in creation, We
have to learn how to listen to what pcople mean, not just what they say.
In Judaism, sound 1s what is important, not sight. Sight just deals with
surface things. 1t is sound which reveals the tner person. Until very
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recently, sound could not be captured. Sight could in paintings and
sculpture, but sound, the tone, the nuances could never he captured by
a written page. It is important that we not only have dreams ourselves,
but that we learn how to listen to the dreams of others.

That"s why the rabbis stress that Rosh Hashonna is the day upon which
Joseph was released from prison. Joseph could not amount to anything
until he learned to listen to the dreams of others. He only listened to his
own dreams, His dreams, of course, were important. G-d had spoken
to hitn. He had told him about the sun and the moon and the sheaves,
but Joseph did not realize that even 10 fulfill vour G-d-given mission,
you have to work with others. You cannot just concentrate only on
your dreams. If you antagonize others and create hatred and enmity,
vou are never going to be able 1o fulfill your dreams. We are called
upon to listen to others. We know that if an upstanding person in the
community suddenly starts to make gross, indecent jokes, something
is wrong with that person. We should not get mad but realize he is
having some sort of breakdown and urge him to go to a psychiatrist,
When we see people are hun or offended, we should try to figure out
why and learn to cloak our dreams and aspirations in terms that will
not offend him. An individual T know came 10 me recently, very
perplexed. He worked in a real estate office. A coworker sick at home
had worked on a deal at homie but could not attend meetings, so she
asked the individual 1o attend the meetings for her. When it came time
to award the commission, the boss decided to give the commission to
the man. He did not know anything about the woman doing all this
work at home. The woman was terribly hurt. but this man said, “1 didn’t
do anything. The boss just gave it te me. T didn’t ask for it.” He would
not understand what he had done wrong. You can sin also by omission
as well as commission. 1 had to explain to him how he had to give the
lion’s share of the commission 10 the woman since she had done most
of the work. We have to listen 10 the inner man. Otten, people hide
their emotions behind a torrent of words, but we have to realize the
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inner force behind the words. Joseph could not amount to anytiing
until he learned how to listen to the dreams of others. Until he listened
to the dreams of the butler and baker, he could not be released from
prison, though his dreams were worthwhile and cven told to him by
G-d.

That's why. too, when the Jewish people received the Torah, we learn
how they said, “We will do and we will listen.” We have been roundly
eriticized by others who clatmed that we were a hasty people because
we were willing 10 do things before we understood them. This is the
traditional explanation. You find it in Rashi; however, there is another
interpretation. We learn that twice before, G-d asked the Jewish people
whether they would accept the Torah, and they said, “We will do,” but
(G-d was not satisfied. He was not satisfied until they would say, “Not
only will we do but we will listen.” We will listen 1o the crics of others.

We will listen to their problems because only tf we will do so, will we
be able to implement the teachings of the Torah. Joseph could not
implement his dreams even though they were from G-d, until he learned
1o listen to others. We. too. must listen o others. The Tekiah note is the
sound of our dreams, but we have to lisien to the problems, the Teruah
and the Shevorim, of others. Only afier we listen to their problems can
we come to the lekiah (Gedola, the great Tekiah of redemption, of
implementing our dreams. The Malchuyos section. too, speaks about
the fact that we have dreams. G-d has given us creative power to do
things, but we then read about the Zichronos. We need relationships to
implement them. We need other people. We must hear their shofar,
their cries, their problems. This applies also to religious matters. We
know that people all come trom different levels of understanding, and
there arc even different Halachic decisions regarding many subjects:
for exampile. electricity on yontif. how to cook on yontif, cic. We have
to understand evervone's problems, We have to understand, too, people
who, because of their background and education. do not understand
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things about our faith, but they are still good Jews. There is a category
in Judaism that says that if a person was raised without a Jewish
background, we cannot expect him to live a totally traditional life even
after he becomes aware of the traditions. The concept is called tinok
sheneeshbah. We have 10 understand their problems, their difficulties.
As long as the shotar is blowing. we cannot go up to G-d because we
must hear first their problems and understand them. We can also know
everything but know nothing, because we do not listen to the problems
of our fellow human beings.

In the Haphtorah today, we learn about Elie, who looked at Chana in
front of him mumbling and shaking. He asked the Urim and Turim to
tell him what kind of woman this was. The Urim and Turim spelled out
the letters which would describe Chana, but he read them wrong. He
read them as Shikra, drunk, instead of Kasora, like Sarah praying for a
child. He had all the letters; he just arranged them wrong because he
could not hear the inner shofar of Chana. We are all called upon today
to hear the inner cries of each of us so we will be able to implement the
dreams G-d has given us all, so that we will truly be able to create a
good and a just world, so that we will be able to fulfill our role as a
partner of G-d in creation,

1 am reminded of the story they tell about a woman who called her
husband and said, “Honey, I'm at the country club and there is water in
the carburctor. You have to come and help me.” He said, “What do you
mean, water in the carburetor? You don’t know anything about cars.”
She said, “Honey, I'm telling you there is water in the carburetor.” Her
husband replicd, “Okay, I'm coming,. Tell me where the car is at the
country club.” She answered, “In the swimming pool.” We all know
that you cannot just listen to the surface woirds of a human being. You
have to hear their inner meaning, Let’s all hope and pray that we will
all learn to listen to each other so the Mashiach will come quickly in
our day. Amen.
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Rosh Hashonna Is a Holiday of Unity

e all know that today 1s called Rosh Hashonna, Why should
‘ )‘ / this day be called Rosh Hashonna? In the Torah, it is not
called Rosh Hashonna. In the Torah, it is called Yom Teruah,
the Day of Blowing, We could argue that the reason why this day is
called Rosh Hashonna is becausc on this day, the world was created.
Actually, the rabbis teach us that this was the day upon which Adam
was created. The world, itself, was created earlier, but there is even a
rabbinic disagreement upon whether Adam and Eve were created on
the first of Tishri or the first of Nisan. Rabbi Yehoshua says that they
were created on the first of Nisan. and Rabbi Eliezer says that they
were created on the first of Tistii, Usually, when Rabbi Yehoshua and
Rabbi Eliezer argue, the Halacha is like Rabbi Yehoshua, but in this
case the Halacha is like Rabbi Eliczer.

In the Torah portion, we learn how Abraham’s hand was stayed, and he
was told not to sacritice his son, Yitzchak, It says that he saw a ram
caught in the thicket with his horns, and he sacrificed it. Why did he
have to sacrifice a ram? Also, we learn that after the binding of Yitzchak,
Abraham was blessed and it says, “ihat they will be blessed by your
children all the nations of the world.” Why did Abraham receive this
blessing after the binding of Yitzchak? What's more, we also learn that
after this incident of the binding of [saac, Abrabam contacted his family
in Mesopotamia. Why did the rabhis see fit to have us read this section?
After all, they could have cut oft the Torah reading just at the end of the
story of the binding of Isaac. Why did they have us learn about how
Abraham maintained contact with his family? Finally, why in our prayers
do we mention that the reason we have Rosh Hashonna is because we
remember the exodus from Egypt? How can we say that this is the day
of blowing, a holy festival in remembrance of the exodus from Egypt?
What does the exodus from Egypt have to do with Rosh Hashonna?
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We have another holiday for that, and that is called Pesach. What does
Rosh Hashonna have to do at all with Pesach?

It seems 10 me that the answer to all these questions is found in the
name Rosh Hashonna. The rabbis do not refer primartly to Rosh
Hashonna as the PDay of Blowing or Yom HaDm. the Day of Judgment.
but rather as Rosh Hashonna because il we look at the word Rosh, we
will notice that it has a letter there which seems superfluous. That letter
is an Aleph. It is not vocalized at all, but Aleph stands for one. If we
take that Aleph out of the word Rosh, we are left with the word for
poison or poverty. We all especially on Roth Hashonna must know that
we are all interconnected, that we are alf part of one humanity, that we
have nothing to fear from interacting with others. Abraham sacrificed
a lamb after G-d told him not to sacrifice Isaac because Abraham knew
now that G-d does not want hurman sacrifice. Tle wants Jews to know
how to sacrifice, how to sacrifice their time and their eftort and their
treasure. and many times thetr ambition and their romantic loves (o
make sure that Judarsm could persevere. Unless we teach our children
that they have 1o sucrifice for Judaism. Judaism will not survive, but il
we teach our children how to sacrifice for Judaism. then we have nothing
to fear with interacting with the world, In Judaism, there has always
been a tension between universal values and particular values. On Rosh
Hashonna. we pray for the whole world. We believe the whole world is
being judged. not just the Jewish people. In fact, we pray first for the
whole world belore we pray for ourselves. We also make a special
point of saying, “May all the inhabitants of the world know that You
have ereated and formed them.” We are part of humanity. Sometimes.
alew, in order o stand up for his values, has to surrender his ambition.
Sometimes, he s not given jabs and positions becavse he is Jewish, He
also has to be able to stand up to ridicud. amd we Joews have been
ridiculed throughout history. Cieero i Jubtus Caesar’s lime called us
lazy people because we would not work on the Sabbath. and the Romans
called us atheists because we did not represent G-d by a statue. We
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were mocked in the Middle Ages for taking baths. Baths were thought
to be for little children. That's why perfume was mvented, We Jews
have truly been a blessing to the world. Look at all the scientists and
artists and thinkers, etc. There has always been a struggle in Judaism
between balancing particular and universal values.

In fact, strength is another meaning of ayil, or ram. We Jews have always
had the strength to maintain the correet balance. There are many in
[srael today on the extreme lett who want to make Israel devoid of
everything Jewish. They even want to end the Law of Return. They
want o change the Hebrew letters to Latin letters, They want to remove
all Jewish symbols from the state. On the other hand. there are those
on the religious right who do not want to have nothing to do with secular
studies or the greater world. They are both wrong.

Abraham, after the binding of Isaac, contacted his 1amily, who were
not Jews. We must constantly interact with the world because we are
one humanity.

Why do we mention that Rosh Hashonna reminds us of the exodus
from Egypt? To tcach us that we are also one people. When the Jews
were in Egypt they had not accepted the Torah yet, but they were still
Jews. We Jews have two special covenants: one from Abraham; and
one {from Sinai. There arc many Jews today who helieve in the covenant
of Abraham. They believe we have 1o perfect this world. They believe
the basis of Judaism is ethics. but they have not quite accepted the
Sinaic covenant of how 1o implement the Abrahamic covenant. We
must relate to them. They are still Jews. We are still one people.

The theme of this holiday 1s that we are one people, one humanity on
one earth with one G-d, That’s why the rabbis chose the name Rosh
Hashonna as the most important name for this holiday, because Rosh
has an Aleph in it. If vou take that sileut Aleph out, you are going to be
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left with poison. The world cannot exist unless we all realize that we
are interrelated and that we need each other. We Jews still have much
to give the world. It would be a shame if we would disappear because
the world needs us. G-d has promised us that we will not disappear. On
the other hand, we must interact with the world. The world has taught
us many important things. Jethro, before he became a Jew, taught Moshe
many important lessons on how 1o organize society. The world still
needs us, though, 10 teach them values.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a heavy rock star who was
given a bolt of very expensive material, He went to a tailor in England
to make a suit. The tailor told him he could not do it because there was
not enough material. He then went to a tailor in Paris. That tailor looked
at the material and said. *] can’t do it. There 1s not enough material,”
He then went to a tailor in Bnai Brak. He asked him to make a suit. The
tailor looked at him and said, *Not only will I make you a suit, I'll
make you an extra pair of pants.” The rock star was incredulous. He
said, “How come in London and Paris they told me there was not enough
material to make a suit. and here you tell me there is so much material
you can even make me an extra pair of pants?” The tailor replied, “Well,
you see, in Israel you aren’t such a big man.” We all must realize that
the lesson of Rosh Hashonna is that we Jewish people are one people
part of one humanity on one earth under one G-d. Let’s all hope and
pray that everyone will realize this so together we will be able to affect
the world so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

The Importance of Hope

We all know that tonight is Rosh Hashonna. In the Torah, Rosh
Hashonna is called Yom Teruah, the Day of Blowing, The Torah, though,
does not tell us directly that the instrument we are supposed to blow 1s
the shofar. We learn that we are to blow the shofar from the Yom Kippur
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of the Jubtlee Year. immediately afier Yom Kippur in the Jubilee Year,
we are supposed to blow the shotar to tell us that all slaves had to go
tfree. The rabbis learn by inference from the Yom Kippur of the Jubilee
Year that we are to blosy the shofar on Rosh Hashonna and not another
mstrmment. We also know that cvery time we blow a Teruah. the sound
of anguish and parn trom the inner man. we must bracket 1t with a
Tekiah 1n the beginning and a ‘Tekiah at the end, Why should we have
to do this”? We understand that the rabbis are not sure exactly what
sound the Teruahis, so we make three difterent types of Teruah sounds,
One we cadl Shievorim. one we call Shevorim Teruah, and one we call
Teruah, but why do we need to bracket all these sounds with a Tekiah
it

Also.why inthe Torah reading which we read tomorrow. will we read
about how Sarah was remembered and how Yitzhak was circumeised
on the cighth day. how later on Sarah had Hagar expelled from the
camp because her son. Ishmacl, was endangering Isaac’s hie. and how
somehow she cot lostin the desert and ran out of water”? She. in elfect.
cave up bope and satata distance from her hoy saving. ~Let me not see
the child die.”™ G-d, though, opencd her eves and she san oowell and
she went and cave the Tad adrink. Why should we read this reading on
Rosh Hashonna? It does not seem o talk about judenent.

Alsoowhy ds it that we sas, Teshuva repentanee. Tefla, prayer, and
1 edakal. charite, wilt retnove the eval deeree”?” 1 e rabbis tellus that
the reason we read this portion is 1o teach us never to give up hope.
Sarah’s attitude s contrasted with Hagar's atitude. Sarah never wave
up hope that she would have a child. She and Abraham had a drean,
and though it fooked fike their dream was impossible. she never gave
up hope. The whole keynote of Rosh Tashonna i hope. In fact. the
rabbis telt us that in order to he aorelighons person. vou must always
huave hope, That's why we earn about how we are to blony the shofur
from the Jubilee of Yom Kippur The slives were never to give up

B
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toolishly based on false bopes. but we should never give up hope, and
when the opportunity prescnts itself, we should act on our hope.

We all know that we live in six physical dimensions: north; east; south;
west: up; and down. We also live in a seventh dimension, the dimension
of spirttuality. That’s why the Sabbath is the seventh day. There is also
an cighth dimenston, which refers to G-d's gift to us, and this gift is
hope. That's why the circumeision s on the eighth day. Abraham was
told to go o the land that G-d would show him. When he came to
Canaan, he immediately had to leave hecause of a famine, vel he did
not give up hope. Sarah hoped that she would have a child, and when
mysteriously her period returned. she knew that something was up.
And when the guests, who were really angels, 10ld her that she would
have a child, she immediately tried to {Wfill her hope. She did not
mind that she would be ridiculed. That’s why G-d made Yitzchak iook
exactly like Abraham so that nobody could say that this was not the
son of Sarah and Abraham.

We bracket the Teruah sound with a Tekiah because the ekiah is the
sound of hope. We all need hope. [fwe do not live with hope. we will
soon sink into depressing and depressed lives. Hope is what allows us
to continue. Lnless we have hope, we will not be able to do Teshuva, If
we want to repent and do better, we have to have hope that we can do
better: otherwise, we will never repent. If we think that we are born
bad or can never change, then we will not change. Our Teshuva is
dependent upon our praver because 1f we cannot pray o G-d that He
should help us. that means that we think we are beyond repair, that the
situation is so hopeless that even G-d cannot help vs. That is totally
wrong. There is always hope. If we have hope. then we will be able to
do.

That is what Tredakaly is, chanwe, righteousness. 1 we want to repent.
we must have hope that G-d will help us, that G-d will give us the
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strength to do good things. and if we have the strength to do good
things, then truly the evil decree will be removed. We will be able to
fashion good and happy and productive lives.

[ am reminded of the story they tell about a man in Lurope. all of whose
children went to America. He was in his nuddle 70°s and just barely
able to cke out a minimal existence. Fvery day he got up early to collect
twigs. He would take them to a wood merchant who would give him a
few kopeks for food tor the nest day. Cne hot July day. he was picking
up sticks, sweating all the time. He finally managed near the end of the
day to fill his burlap bag. Just before going to the merchant, his bag
ripped and all the twigs fell on the ground. Te said, “G-d. what do 1
need this for? G-d, send me the Angel of Death.” Immediately the Angel
of Death appeared and looked at the man and said, “What can 1 do for
vou?” The man replied, “Help me pick up these sticks.”™ As long as
there is hope that things can improve. there is a chance to redeem the
world. Let’s all hope and pray that we will always have hope in our
personal lives and our conimunity lives and in our religious lives so
the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

Abraham, Mistakes, the Truth, and Dialogue

hy is this day called Yom Hazikaron in all the prayers? It is

never referred to as Rosh Hashonna, or the Day of Judgment,

or Yom Teruah. but in the major prayers like the addition to
the benching or in the Amidah, etc. n is called Yom Hazikaron. Also,
why is it that Abraham thought he was supposed 1o sacrifice his son?
G-d used the word elevate him. HaAlehu. He did not use the word
Heekreev. It is true that the word HaAlehu is ambiguous, but why did
Abraham think that he was supposed to sacrifice his son?

We know that the text says that G-d tested Abraham and commanded
him to elevate his son. However. when Abraham stayed his hand and
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did not sacrifice lsaac, it said an angel of G-d told him not to sacrifice
his son. I G-d would tell yvou something and then an angel of G-d
would contradict what G-d had said, you would not listen to the angel.
After all. G-d outranks the angel. b Abraham listened to the angel
because he realized he had made a mistake. What caused Abraham to
make 1his mistake?

The rabbis say that it was because he lived in an environment that was
predisposed (0 human sacrifice. In every archeological excavation in
the Middle East, we find the bones of firstborn children encased in the
walls of every home. Rabbi Soloveitchik says that when it says Abraham
went with his boys. the boys referred to the culture of his time. The
curtous thing s that after he left the Akedah. the place where he bound
isaac, he returned to the boyvs, which mcans that Abraham had a
continuous dialogue with his culture.

The reason this holiday 1s known as Yom Hazikaron is because in the
remembrance section of the Mussal we learn how people made
mistakes, We learn how during the time of Noah. G-d brought a flood
on the world. The people thought they were doing the right thing. They
had made all sorts of monsters. They had cracked the genetic code. as
we have today, and we. too, will make these hybrid creatares. We will
justity 1t by saying. "Look how many hearts we could harvest 1o save
human beings.” We also learn how G-d 15 merciful and kind to us even
if we make mistakes. The kevnote of Rosh Hashonna is that we all
make mistakes. We may all think that we know the truth, After all,
who could know more of the truth than Abraham. but he made a mistake.
e almost sacrificed his son.

That’s why we lecarn about Joseph on Rosh Hashonna. We learn how
even though Joseph knew the truth, he still made a mess of things
because he did not know how to tell the truth, He infuriated his brothers
and causcd them to hate him. and eventually caused slavery o come
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on his family and the Jewish people. We should all realize thatwe need
to listen 10 others. That's also the meaning of the shofar. There 1s no
commandment to blow the shofar. only a commandment to hear the
shofar. The rabbis teach us that G-d created the world with conflict as
an essential component. We know that certain arguments will never be
resolved: equality versus frecdom. nationalism versus religion,
responsibility versus charity, We all need the mput of cach other to
solve these problems, We know that the Talmud is filled with arguments.
arguments whose point were to achieve the truth. We learn how the
arguments of Hillel and Shamma will endure forever because they
were arguments about conllicting posttions. while the arguments
between Korach and his group will not endure because they are only
about power and position. Notice. it does not say the areument of Moshe
and Korach because even il they would have overturned Moshe, they
would have st fought over power and position. Each of us must learn
from cach other. There is no room for peopice to feel they never make
mistakes and have the whole truth. Only G-d has the whole truth. and
that is what we proclaim on Rosh Hashonna, that You are truth and
Your word 1s truth but we are not. Tet us all realize that we have to
dialogue with each other. So many marnages are broken up because
one party wants o always be right. So many arguments in the world
oceur because one group will not isten to the other. OFf course. you
should not commit suicide because vou have completely empathized
with another person’s positton. We know that there are many Jews who
understand the Arabs so well that they are no longer willing to defend
themselves or the Jewish positon,

Joseph knew the truth. but he told 1tin such a bad way that all he did
wus make his brothers angry. You have 1o know how best 1o tell the
truih, Fven though Abraham almost made a mistake by sacrificing his
son, and even though he knew that this mistake was caused in part by
his having close relationships with the people of his eva, still after the
Akedah. he went baek to his friends swho were immersed in thelr culture.
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It Abraham can make a mistake, surely we can make mistakes. We
should always be willing to listen to each other. There is no reason for
a husband 1o tyrannize his wile because he thinks she never has the
truth. Wife abuse and child abuse are always wrong.

Vhis holiday is known as Yom {lazikaron in our prayers because we all
have to remember that we can make mistakes, - nd. theretore, we have
o be understanding of other people. Only G-d  nows the truth. That's
why we also say 1in our prayers that G-d muke . peace, not as we say
throughout the vear. G-d Who blesses his people with peace, because
(-d understands everybody and everything. but only G-d docs and only
(i-d has the whole truth.

Letus always be ready to sit down with our fellow Jews and talk. Even
though we may teel we have much more of the truth than they, we still
have to talk and we need to present our truth in such a way that our
brothers will not hate us. This was Joscph's error. Joseph never
amounted to anything until he learned to listen to others. Only when he
listened to the dreams of the butler and baker were his own dreams
realized.

I am reminded of the story about & man who went into « pet store. He
bought a bird that the owner said could sing and dance. He paid $500
for the bird. He came back two days later and said, “This bird is no
good. He doesn’t sing and dance.” The owner said, “Why don’t you
buy it a little bell?” The man did. and came back two days later saying,
“The bird does not do anything.” The owner said, “Why don’t you buy
him a slide”” The man did. but came back two days later and said,
“The hird still docsn’t do anything.™ The owner suggested he buy him
a ladder. The man did. and two days Jater he came back and said, *1
want my money back.” The owner asked why and the man said,
“Because the bird died.” The owner said, “He died? Did he say anything
before he died?” The man said. ~Yes. he said "Food. I'ood™.” Sometimes
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in our zeal to put over what we think is the truth. we forget the more
elementary things. Let us all hope and pray thatall of us will remember
on this Yom Hazikaron that we. too. can make mistakes and that we
should be willing to listen to others so that the Muashiach will come
quickly 1in our day. Amen.





