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INTRODUCTION

As in my previous three volumes, I have again endeavored to present the underlying values of Judaism and to explain how they relate to the world. I have tried to make explicit that which is implicit and to reveal Judaism’s basic values by putting them in the modern idiom. I have used as source material the traditional Biblical commentators, the Midrashic and Talmudic literature, and the insights of such modern scholars as Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik and Rabbi B.S. Jacobson, Rabbi Menachem Sachs, Rabbi Aron Greenberg, Rabbi N. Miller, Nechama Leibowitz, Rabbi Zvi Dov Kanotopsky, Rabbi Saul Weiss, Rabbi A. Besdin, and Rabbi Pinchas Peli.
In this volume I have alluded more than I did in previous volumes to current events to illustrate the values I wanted to emphasize. We live in extraordinary times. The rebirth of Israel, the great Aliyah from Soviet Russia, the return of many Jews to their spiritual roots have all shown how the Jewish message is still throbbing in the Jewish soul. The current events that I allude to are so unique that I am sure that they will never be forgotten and that they will be studied for many years. Let us all hope and pray that the rebirth of Israel truly signals a turning point in human history and that Judaism will flourish as never before.
It is my hope that the thoughts expressed in this book will allow us all to get closer to our Jewish roots and help us all to become better human beings and better Jews.

BEREISHEES
Rampant Individualism, Family and Torah

Rampant individualism is the biggest problem that we Jews in America face today. Rampant individualism is the idea that I, as an individual, owe nothing to anybody, that I owe all my loyalty, my talents, my property, and my devotion to myself. This idea that all relationships are temporary and are subject to how I feel at a particular moment, even relationships that are twenty, thirty, forty years old, is causing a new strange phenomenon to occur in Jewish history — the phenomenon of men divorcing their wives after being married thirty, forty, even fifty years. No longer is a person’s family sacrosanct. People turn their backs on their children. They turn their backs on their spouses. They turn their backs on their tradition. Their only loyalty is to themselves, to that which makes them feel good now.

This is completely counter to everything that Judaism stands for. Judaism stands for family. What is good for family, Judaism upholds, and what is bad for family, Judaism abhors. The measuring stick that we have always used throughout history is, is it good for the family or is it bad for the family? If it is good for the family we applaud and support it, but if it is bad for the family we oppose it and denigrate it. Nowadays family is not considered a primary value. In fact, in the American school system we are taught as teenagers to escape from our families. The family is thought to be a hindrance to self-development. You can’t go home anymore is a common theme of American literature, but this is not the way we in Judaism look at family. Family is a source of light and hope for us. It teaches us that life has more than a selfish purpose, that it has a transcendent purpose. We do not treat relationships like going into a restaurant, trying one menu one day and another menu another day.

We have just finished the High Holidays. The High Holidays speak about the fact that we are standing, each of us, before G‑d. “You are standing today all of you before G‑d your G‑d.” Each of us has a relationship to G‑d_ and each of us must make sure that this relationship is strong. If that relationship is not strong we feel terrible inside. We feel alienated. We no longer can function as a human being who is sure of himself and sure of his destiny. That, of course, is one of the problems of modern man too. He suffers from existential loneliness. He is not able to experience life in a meaningful way. That is why we are told on the High Holidays to “choose life.” We mean by this the values of life, the values of family, of children because this is the way that we, in effect, learn how to do Teshuva, how to experience life in a meaningful way. This is how we learn how to connect ourselves to G‑d.

In fact, the only time that the word “Teshuva” is mentioned in the Bible in conjunction with an individual is with Samuel. It says, “And his Teshuva was to Rama because there was his house.” We know that Teshuva means “to turn,” to be connected to G‑d, to be connected to the source of being so that your life has purpose and meaning, so that you feel life is worthwhile. Shmuel, who was a great judge in Israel, was a circuit rider. He used to dispense justice in various cities, but he would come home to Rama, “Kee Shorn Beiso,” because there was his house so he could do Teshuva. In Hebrew “Beiso” does not just mean his “house” but also his “spouse.” He received his strength and his inspiration from his spouse, from his family, from his children so that he could turn to G‑d. He could only do Teshuva if he first re-attached himself to his family.

Today we have the false notion that the only way a person feels purpose in life is by developing his talents no matter where they lead him, by acting selfishly, by acting on all his impulses no matter what they are, by deserting people who have supported him and helped him for years. This is not the way a person feels the meaning of life, according to Judaism. This is not the way a person attaches himself to the source of being. This is, according to Judaism, the way to self-destruction.

That’s why in Judaism we say that it is not proper for a man not to be married or for a woman not to be married. We say that a man needs a woman and a woman needs a man. Originally man was a hermaphrodite, both man and woman, but man was lonely. The rabbis ask, why was he lonely? They answer because he had no one to give to. Therefore, G‑d split him in two. The word “Tzelah” in Hebrew means not only “rib” but also “side.” Therefore, man and woman need each other because they are complimentary parts of the same original Adam, that the way we feel life’s meaning, and the way we get attached to G‑d is by getting close to each other. A man and a woman have different roles to fulfill. A man is supposed to support his wife and children, and a wife is supposed to be willing to have children. It does not mean that a wife cannot also have a career. It does not mean also that a husband cannot develop his talents fully. It means that his primary responsibility is to support his wife and his children, and the primary responsibility of the wife is to have children, not like we say today that it is optional. If you want to have children, it is good. If you do not want to have children, that is good, too. We say “Choose life” — life-affirming values. Life‑affirming values mean children, mean the continuation of life, mean hope for the future. It means that you are part of a chain that goes back 3,000 years and, hopefully, will go forward until the Mashiach comes, that you are responsible for not only your life but for the life of the world, too. Choose life. Choose the values that family brings to you. Don’t choose betrayal. Don’t choose selfishness. Don’t choose ego building, but choose those values which enhance life. Those values all have to do with the family. “And you do Teshuva by turning back to Rama,” by turning back to your house, by turning back to your spouse, to your children. There you get your strength.

That is a lesson which is enumerated over and over again in the Torah, especially in the first Torah portion, Bereishees. We learn how many times we all fail. Many times we sin. We do things we should not have done. Adam and Eve sinned. They did not listen to G‑d’s command, and they ate the forbidden fruit, and they became estranged from G‑d. G‑d had to go looking for them saying, “Where are you?” G‑d seeks man even after he sins, but man has to do Teshuva. At the beginning both Adam and Eve resisted. They both blamed others for their sin. Adam blamed Eve, and Eve blamed the serpent. G‑d punished them by telling them that from now on E-Vs pain would increase when she bore children, and man would have to live by the sweat of his brow. Terrible punishments. A woman’s role is to have children. G‑d gave her pain now in childbirth. It is a man’s role to support his wife and children, but not he was going to have a hard time doing it because the ground was going to bring forth thistles and briars.

Immediately afterwards, though, in the next sentence it says, “And Adam called the name of his wife “Chava,” which means “life,” “because she was the mother of all humankind.” The way that Adam and Eve did Teshuva was to look toward each other. After they sinned, after they did wrong they knew that they could still make it in the world because they had each other. They did not reject each other because of their defects. At the beginning they blamed each other, but they saw that this was fruitless. It ended nowhere, but when they became reconciled to each other, when Adam realized that his wife was the mother of all life, that she was precious in spite of her faults, then he was able to do Teshuva.

Eve realized the same thing about Adam, that he was precious in spite of his faults. It says, “And she got pregnant and she bore Cain, and she said, ‘I have acquired a man with G‑d.”‘ In other words, “I have acquired my husband in spite. of his faults. By having children, by being close to my husband we have overcome our problems and I have been able to do Teshuva.” No man is perfect and no woman is perfect, but when we work together, when we turn to each other, and when we strive together we are able to feel life’s purpose and meaning and overcome our own deficiencies. We become better people. G‑d showed His love for Adam and Eve even after they sinned when it says, “And G‑d made for Adam and Eve garments of skins and clothed them.” G‑d loves us even after we sin, but He wants us to do Teshuva, to repent, to try not to do what we did before. What is the first essential of Teshuva? To turn to each other. Each spouse should turn to the other with love and should realize that they have the capacity within themselves if they will fulfill their primary roles in this world to overcome their failures and their failings. Adam and Eve were able, in spite of the fact that they were expelled from the Garden of Eden, in spite of the fact that they had a difficult time, in spite of the fact that it is not easy for Adam to make a living for his wife. and family, and in spite of the fact that it is not easy for Eve to have children, to return to their better nature and to G‑d because they first turned to each other.

Unfortunately, in America today 25% of children live in poverty. They live in poverty, primarily, because husbands do not want to support their wives and children. Recently I saw on television how, when a state enacted a law garnisheeing wages of fathers who did not want to pay child support and seizing income tax refunds, fathers appeared indignantly on television saying, “How dare you do this? This is my money.” Today we hear about many young women who are forced to take care of three or four children on incomes of less than $12,000 a year, who are struggling because men do not want to be men. On the other hand, we hear of cases where women do not want to have children, women who have everything, who have big incomes. This is not the Jewish way. This is individualism gone wild. Yes, let women have careers. Let them be doctors, lawyers, whatever they want to do, but they should also be willing to have children. Yet, let men also develop their talents, but let them remember that their first responsibility is to their family. You do not throw out a spouse because he or she becomes sick. We do not, in Judaism, disparage the family and betray it, because if we do we will end up miserable, and, what’s more, we will end up with a new form of paganism. Judaism fought paganism because it denigrated the family. The licentious worship where sexual acts were performed in order to stimulate the- heavens to produce rain so the crops would be fertilized was an anathema to Judaism because it destroyed the family. The family is precious. Sometimes, in order to preserve the family, we must take certain stands which are not always popular, but it is only through the family that we can do Teshuva, that we can come close to G‑d. That is why we read in Shmuel, “His Teshuva came when he came to Rama because there was his house. There was his wife. There was his family.” May we all, feel close to G‑d because we feel close to our family and our children.

NOAH

Commitment — The Necessary Ingredient

One of the paradoxes of interpersonal relationships is that you cannot have a meaningful relationship unless you make a commitment, but there are many people who do not want to make a commitment unless they know that the relationship is going to be meaningful. It is almost a Catch 22 situation. These people tell me, “I am afraid to make a commitment unless I know that this relationship is going to work out,” and I tell them, “You will never know whether or not this relationship is going to work out unless you make a commitment.” They then reply, “Well, why can’t I just try the relationship without a commitment?” I tell them, “It is not the same thing.”

A relationship without a commitment is not a relationship. You do not have the same dynamics working. It is like going to college as an auditor and not a student. It is not the same thing. You sit in the same classes, you hear the same lectures, you mix with all the students, and to an outsider, you look like a college student, but you are not because you do not have to take tests. You will not receive a grade for what you do and, therefore, you have none of the pressures that a real student has and, therefore, although you are going through all the motions, you are not experiencing what a college student experiences.

The same can be said of a tourist who goes to a foreign land and even lives there for a few months. He is not experiencing the same thing that a native experiences. He may go to all the places a native goes to and enjoy all the food, etc., but he really does not experience what a native experiences. He does not have the pressures of earning a living. He can leave when he wants to leave. He is not subjected to that country’s unique cultural pressures in order to advance his career. The same goes for rich kids who sometimes like to go slumming. They live in rundown apartments, wear old clothes, eat poor food, but they really have not experienced poverty. They can always take a bus to their parents’ home and have a good meal, shower, etc. The psychological pressures of poverty do not weigh on them.

The same goes for trial marriages or living together. Superficially, it looks like a good idea. The couple can tell whether or not they will get along, whether or not their relationship will ‘endure, how their personal habits can mesh, etc., before they make a firm commitment. However, statistics prove that those couples who live together before marriage have. a higher divorce rate than those who did not because a major ingredient is missing in their relationship, and that is commitment. It is the commitment which puts the psychological pressure on the couple. It is the commitment to stick by each other through thick and thin, it is the commitment to put your spouse first ahead of all other obligations which is the harest part of marriage. Without it the essential ingredient of marriage is missing. When couples live together, all the outward trappings of marriage seem to be there but the most important ingredient is missing — commitment.

The rabbis tell us that there are three types of relationships. There is a “Chavair L’Ezra,” a relationship which is mutually beneficial to both parties in which both parties satisfy certain needs, accomplish certain goals but which is really only superficial, like buying and selling a house. After the sale both the buyer and the seller feel good because they both got what they wanted. After their needs are fulfilled they go their separate ways. This happens many times with youngsters in college who start a relationship which fulfills both the man’s and the woman’s needs during college but it is really only superficial. Once the need changes, the relationship ends. Once one of the parties in the relationship returns to his family milieu or home. turf, he drops this relationship since it no longer ,fulfills his needs. How often have I counseled young women who have had a relationship with a student in medical school only to be dumped by this student once he graduated, and became a doctor. This first type of relationship, the rabbis say, is purely functional.

The second type of relationship is “Chavair L’Daagot,” a friend; for worries, someone to whom you can pour your heart out, someone who will listen. This is a much deeper relationship than the first, but it, too, is limited because it is like a relationship to a counselor or to a best friend, and when the crisis is over the relationship usually is, too.

The last type of relationship; the rabbis say, is “Chavair L’Daiot,” the relationship of shared values, opinions, and goals.  This relationship shares not only the utilitarian aspects of the first and the caring aspects of the second but also a deep commitment to values and to the future. It is only this type of relationship which can endure. That is the type of relationship marriage seeks to attain. Other relationships cannot, by their very nature, be this type of relationship because they are temporary, utilitarian, hesitant, and dependent wholly on the whims of the parties involved or on certain situations which are present only at a particular moment. They are not based on a continuing commitment to shared values.

Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur speak about commitment. They are holidays of commitment par excellence. We continually remind G‑d of His commitment to us and of our commitment to Him. We constantly refer to the “brit” to the covenant, the covenant which is immutable, a covenant which G‑d said He will never break. We remind G‑d “Treat us as Thou didst promise. (Even when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not spurn them.) I will not (abhor them so as to) destroy them and break My covenant with them for I am the Lord, their G‑d,” or, as it is written, “The G‑d is a merciful G‑d : He will not fail you. He will not destroy you. He will not forget the covenant He made with your fathers.” We constantly say, “Zochor HaBrit” — remember the covenant. We constantly remind G‑d that He is “Ovinu Malkeynu” — our father and our king. The rabbis ask, why do we refer to G‑d as our father and our king? The answer is that just like the bond between a father and a son is indissoluble; so the bond between G‑d and us is indissoluble. No matter how we act He is still our father. True, He is also our king. The relationship between a king and his subjects is different. A king can destroy the relationship between himself and his subjects. He can take away their citizenship, G‑d can punish us, but He will never completely destroy the bond between us because He is not just our king. He is also our father We know G‑d will never completely forsake us. We know He is always there ready to help us even though we may have sunk morally and have lost much of our self‑esteem. We can still regain it because G‑d is always there.

That is why we repeat G‑d’s name-twice in the prayer, “Adoshem Adoshem Kail Rachum” — G‑d is with us before we sin and He is with us after we sin. It may be harder to reach Him after we have sinned but He is still there. His commitment to us never wavers. The word for covenant in Hebrew also indicates certainty. When I am sure of something, I say “Boree.” The word also signifies health. It is even related to the word “Breech” which means a “human being.” A human being needs to be in a covenantal relationship. He needs to be certain that people will stand by him if he is going to maintain his emotional and even physical health. It is a known fact that men wino are not married do not live as long as men who are married, and that, by and large, women who are married are psychologically better off than those who are not married.

In the Rosh Hashonna prayers we add three sections. We add the Malchuyos, the Zichronos, and the Shofros prayers. The Malchuyos section speaks about G‑d’s autonomy, G‑d’s majesty and, by inference, because we are created in the image of G‑d, our own autonomy and majesty. Man is a unique creature who has dignity because he can create, because G‑d gave him the gift to impose his will on nature.

In the Zichronos section we learn about relationships. We learn how G‑d remembered Noah, how G‑d made a covenant with Noah never to destroy the world again, and how G‑d made a covenant with Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. We also learn how G‑d’s commitment to His covenant is complete. G‑d will honor His part of the covenant. G‑d is committed to us, and therefore, we must be committed to Him and lead moral decent lives. It is interesting to note that the sign of the covenant that G‑d gave to Noah was the rainbow. The rainbow is composed of water and sunlight. The covenant stands firm through rain and shine, through good and bad times. (Immediately before we learn about the rainbow, we learn about the seven commandments of Noah. G‑d tells man, “You have a commitment to be moral and just.”) It seems strange that the rainbow was chosen as a symbol of the covenant because the word for “bow” in Hebrew, “Keshes,” has a double meaning like it does in English. Keshes in Hebrew means also “the weapon bow,” as in a bow and arrow. Why should this symbol of war have been chosen as the symbol of the covenant? One answer is that the rainbow is pointed heavenward. You, know that when you shoot a bow the string is next to you and the bow is pointed toward your target. G‑d is not pointing the bow at us. He instead is telling us that whether or not we have a satisfactory life down on earth is up to us. He calls upon us to shoot our arrows heavenward, so to speak, to use our energies to achieve spiritual goals. We are to remember, though, that every time we act. immorally we are held accountable to G‑d. These immoral practices shoot heavenward and G‑d writes down all our deeds.

In any type of relationship which requires commitment we have to forgo certain things. We must be faithful and we must safeguard the personality of the person with whom we are having the relationship. There are certain points of the person’s personality we must never touch. Each of us has weak points and each of us knows how to provoke the other person. Our bows must be held with the bow close to our body so that the arrows that we shoot are only shot against ourselves and not against our spouse.

A rainbow is also composed of many colors. When the light hits the raindrops it refracts into many colors. We also have to learn to tolerate differences. Without differences there is no beauty. There are no resplendent colors. The rainbow also teaches us that in any relationship we must allow each party to be heard, to express their individuality as long as it is within moral bounds. A relationship need not be stifling but it must contain commitment.

Before we talk about relationships in the Rosh Hashonna prayers we learn about autonomy, individuality, creativity. Creativity and individuality must be harnessed to complete commitment if the relationship is to blossom and to lead to the third part of the Rosh Hashonna prayers, the Shofros, which speak about happiness and satisfaction. Relationships based on commitment can lead to happiness and to satisfaction because those in them know that their creativity makes a difference to others and because they know that they are appreciated and know how to appreciate others. Yes, there is a Catch‑22 in forming a relationship. You cannot have a relationship unless you make a commitment, and you cannot make a commitment unless you know the relationship is going to work. G‑d, though, we say, is present in every match. Making a commitment is an act of faith. G‑d is there to help us make our committed relationships work. That is why marriage in Hebrew is also called “Kiddushin,”‘ holiness.

During this High Holiday season we ask that G‑d place His faith in us by allowing us to renew our commitment to Him and to the moral life, we know we should live. G‑d tells us. “I will renew My commitment to you but you must not only renew your commitment to Me but be willing to commit yourself to a spouse, to your family and to correct moral values.” May we all be willing to make these commitments in the coming year so that we will truly be worthy of a Happy Healthy and New Year.

LECH LECHA

Doing Things For the Right Reasons

In the Torah portion Lech Lecha we learn how G‑d commands Abraham to leave his land and his birthplace and the house of his father and go to a land which G‑d will show him. This command seems strange because at the end of the last Torah portion, Noah, we learn how it says, “And Terach took Abraham, his son, and Lot, the son of Horon, his grandson, and Sarah, his daughter-in-law, the wife of Abraham, his son, and they went with him from Ur Kasdeem to go to the land of Canaan, and they came into Choron and they lived there.” Abraham was already on his way to the land of Canaan. His father, Terach, had already decided that that was the place to go.. What is this about G‑d’s command? It is true G‑d said for him to go to the land which He would show him, but Abraham understood that that land was the land of Canaan and that was where he headed. What was so great now about Abraham leaving his land and his birthplace and the house of his father because he was already on that journey anyway? His father, Terach, had decided long before G‑d’s command that that was the place the family should go. What’s more, the expression “Lech Lecha” is a strange expression. All the rabbis comment on it. It means “go for yourself.” Why do we have to say “Lech Lecha”? The Torah could have just said “Lech” — go. Why did it have to say “go for yourself”? What’s more, this expression is also found in the next Torah portion where we learn about the Akedah, the binding of Isaac, when G‑d says,.” Take, please, your son, your only one, the one you love, Yitzchak, and go for yourself to the land of Moriah.” Again we use the expression “Lech Lecha” instead of just the word “Lech.” It-says “go for yourself to the land of Moriah.” The rabbis learn: from this that these two expressions “Lech Lecha” in which Abraham is. directed to leave where he was and “go to the land which I will show you,” and the “Lech Lecha” of the Akedah are connected. The rabbis say that when a person goes and when he knows that he is going for himself, it is on a higher level than just to go. Abraham went for himself. G‑d had assured him that it was best for him. After all, when a person leaves his country, he loses his reputation, he loses his money, he cannot work during this time. It takes an effort to reestablish himself and all during that time he must live on his resources, and also it is hard to start a family under these conditions. When a person goes he suffers certain disabilities. G‑d promises Abraham, “Don’t worry. Go. I will take care of you. Your reputation will be enhanced. You will actually gain greater wealth. You will be able to start a family.” When G‑d told Abraham to go to Mount Moriah, that was even on a higher level. He was told not only to go for himself, but also this time Abraham was going on a very difficult mission. Abraham, at that time, thought that he was going to have to sacrifice his son, Isaac. It was a hard time. Abraham knew this time exactly where he was going.

The rabbis explain that the reason this second expression of “Lech Lecha” is more praiseworthy than the first is because of a basic Jewish principle that it is more praiseworthy to do something because you are commanded than to do something because you want to do it. Every year in my Hebrew school class I propose the following problem, and every year I get the same response. The problem is, what happens if a little old lady comes up to you and asks for a donation? She says that she is poor and needs help, and you, out of the goodness of your heart, reach in and give her a $10 bill. What happens, though, if the same little old lady comes up to you and you really do not want to give to her? You do not show that in your expression. You are still kind and cordial to her, but you really do not want to give her that $10, but you reach in your pocket and take out the $10 and give it to her anyway. Which is the more praiseworthy act? To give it with a full heart or to give it because you know our traditions teach us that you have to give it? Invariably, the class always answers that the more praiseworthy act is to give it with a full heart, but this is not Judaism’s position. Judaism’s position is that it is better and more praiseworthy to give it because you are commanded, because it is the right thing to do, than because you want to do it with a full heart. We can understand this because not always’ do we want to do the things that we should do. Judaism teaches that most of the time the commandments G‑d has given us enhance our lives. They enhance our appreciation bf-life. They give us great joy. Of course, that is what we teach our kids in NCSY especially, that Judaisn enhances their lives, that it adds a new dimension of joy and happiness, that it opens doors of experience that otherwise would be closed, that it is a wonderful thing to be a Jew. We are not puritans who believe that if you enjoy something it has to be irreligious. On the other hand, we have to teach our young people that sometimes you have to do things even though they are not pleasant and even though you really do not want to do them. Sometimes it is hard to write that check to the shul especially if you are mad about something that is going on. Sometimes it is hard to greet a person who just insulted you and shake his hand. Sometimes it is hard to do things for your own family. You want to sleep and the baby is crying and you have to get up and take care of the baby. If you are a rabbi, sometimes it is very difficult. People knock on your door and they have a problem, and you really do not want to talk to them because you want to watch the ballgame, but you still have to let them in and give them the time if you are a kind and compassionate human being. Yes, you have to do something because it is right, because it is commanded, because G‑d wants you to do it, even though many times you do not want to do it. We do not believe that something is irreligious if you enjoy it. On the contrary, joy adds a special dimension to religion, but sometimes we have to do things even if we do not enjoy them.

That is why it says “go for yourself” when Abraham was setting out on his journey because G‑d had to assure him that it was for his own benefit. It was something that was going to be positive, something that was going to be nice. When G‑d told him at Mount Moriah to go forward, even though it was going to be a difficult experience, he also had to do it for himself because that was the right thing at that time to do, even though he did not want to do it. That was, too, why G‑d commanded Abraham to go to the land which He would show him, the land of Canaan, even though Abraham was really on that way anyway. His father, Terach, had decided that they had to leave Ur Kasdeem because that was a terrible place. One of his children had been killed there because of his beliefs. Abraham was almost killed there. It was a terrible place and he had to get out of there. Terach could only go as far as Choron. “Choron” in Hebrew means anger. It does not do any good to do things out of anger. That does not accomplish positive things. He could only go to Choron. He could not reach the land of Canaan. Canaan in Hebrew means to answer yes, to be positive. Abraham was stuck with his father in Choron, in anger, and from there he could not go any further. Terach could not make it to the land of Canaan. Abraham could only go further if it would be a positive experience, not a negative experience. That’s why G‑d had to command Abraham to go forward. “Leave your land and your birthplace and the house of your father. Leave the terrible things behind of Ur Kasdeem and leave behind the anger of your father. You are going forward because it is going to be positive for you, not because you are mad. To leave because you are mad is no answer. To leave because positive experiences await you, because a wonderful life lies ahead of you, because G‑d wants you to go, because He has promised you it is best for you, that is why you should go.”

Unfortunately, in life many times people make the same mistake. They act out of anger and spite and then are surprised when they don’t get any positive results. They think people will love them even if they act angry and violent, but they will not. We have to do things for positive reasons, not out of spite or because we’re angry. If we do things because of negative reasons we will not get the results that we seek. We will only end up destroying ourselves and the people around us.

I am reminded of the story they tell of the woman who came up to her husband and said, “Honey, do you love me for my natural beauty or foamy sparkling eyes?” The husband answered, “Honey, I love you for your wonderful sense of humor.” Many times we do things for the wrong reason. G‑d said to Abraham, “Go. Don’t go because you are mad. Go because this is best for you. Go because it will enhance your life. Yes, many times in the future I will ask you to go, too, and you will not want to go because it will be difficult, but then you will go because it is the right thing.” Let us all remember that in order for us to make progress, for us to go forward, we have to go forward for positive reasons and not for negative reasons, and that when we go we should always remember that for the most part it will benefit us, but sometimes we have to go if it is just the right thing. Let us all hope and pray that we will always do the right thing so the Mashiach will come.

VAYERA
Drugs, The Competitive Edge and Judaism

We are all very well acquainted with the drug problem. We know how drugs especially affect those in the inner city. We know that many people there take drugs as a m of escape. They feel helpless and hopeless. They just want to forget about all their problems. Taking drugs offers them a way to escape. While they are taking drugs they experience beautiful sensations. They feel they are literally on cloud nine. After a few hours though they have to return to the real world where their problems have been exacerbated because they have taken drugs. They use drugs as a way to escape the great psychic pain they feel in life. This part of the drug problem has been spoken about and written about for years. We all have heard experts tell us how we must provide adequate drug treatment programs for these people so that they can learn to handle their pain, and how we must provide them with real opportunities to escape the misery of the inner city if we are ever to be able to solve the problem. We also have been told that we must increase the punishments of those who are engaged in selling drugs as well as those who are taking drugs so that the pain of those who take drugs will reach such a high level that the relief the drugs offer will not be worth the subsequent pain. 

This, however, is only one aspect of the drug problem. Unfortunately, nobody talks about the other aspect of the drug problem, which is actually much more serious, because it has affected those who are not trying to flee from life but those who are trying to get an edge in life. We all know that life in this country is very competitive, that in order to make it in most fields, you have to constantly be on your toes. No one can rest on his laurels. Everyone, therefore is looking for a gimmick, for something to give him an edge against his competitors. Drugs, at least for a short time, do give a person an edge. Doctors tell us that a person who takes amphetamines can raise his IQ by ten points, at least for a short period of time. Athletes know that if they take steroids they can increase their strength, at least for a short time. There are many people in this country who take drugs so that they can compete adequately in the marketplace. We all know many people who have no heart condition but who take Enderol when they have to appear in public. Musicians especially take it before they have to play a solo. It does not remove the nervousness completely but it removes nervous symptoms. Sweating ceases, hands do not shake, etc. Stockbrokers on Wall Street take cocaine because it increases their confidence in their ability to make quick decisions while on the exchange floor. The grain and future buyers in the pits of the Chicago exchange also take cocaine for the same reason. They find that they can make quick decisions and that they are, at least in the short run, a lot sharper and can make more money. Baseball, football, and basketball players also, for the most part, do not take drugs or drink alcohol because they want to have fun or escape life. They take these drugs because in the short term it seems to improve their performance. A baseball player can raise his batting average, a football player can gain a few more yards per carry, and a basketball player can make a few more hoops. Eventually, of course, these drugs will ruin an athlete’s career but in the short term they seem efficacious.

The underlying reason why most people in our society today take drugs is to get an edge in life. Even those who know the terrible consequences of drugs think that they can take them for just a short time, improve their performance, and then drop them. They, of course, are wrong. It is very hard to stop taking drugs. The problem, though, is that in our society you have to win at all costs. We only judge people by their work performance and by how much money they have in the bank and people will do anything to enrich themselves. Look what happened in the Virgin Islands and even in the Carolinas after Hurricane Hugo passed. People had no compunction about looting. If they felt they could get away with looting, they did it. Throughout society there is a strong feeling that it does not make any difference how I make it. It is only important that I make it. I am justified in using any means I can to make it.

This idea is especially hard on creative people because creative people who have great talents and gifts always feel insecure. They always feel that they are going to lose their gifts. After all, deep down they know that they have done nothing at all to deserve the gifts that they possess. They know that the only thing they have done is develop these gifts. They are always afraid that their gifts will leave them. Great singers are always afraid that their voices will go. The same is true for musicians and writers and public speakers and people who rely on their intuitive ability to solve problems. We see all around us people who have lost their gifts, people who had brilliant minds who now are afflicted with Alzheimer’s, etc. Because of this fear and because of the underlying philosophy that I am justified in doing anything I can in order to make it, these people feel that they, have to exploit their gifts to the fullest before they lose them. If this means taking drugs, so be it. The truth of the matter is that most of the people who take drugs in America are not poor, inner city people who have lost hope but rising middle class youth who are looking for an edge in the competition of life. Some of them do not have too much talent an-dare afraid that without drugs they will not be able to make it, while, on the other hand, some of them are very, very talented people who take drugs because they are afraid that they will lose their talent and they feel that they have to capitalize on their talent while they still have it.

In the Torah portion Vayera we learn many of these things. We learn how Lot, Abraham’s nephew, chose to live in an evil city, chose to endanger the moral life of his children because it offered him an edge in the competition of life. He was able to make a lot more money there. We learn how Lot’s moral values became so twisted that he was even willing to offer his two daughters to a mob which surrounded his home if only they would leave his guests alone. He needed to preserve his reputation throughout the country as a man who, when he gave his protection to guests, would never deviate. To safeguard his business reputation he was willing to sacrifice his daughters in order to maintain this business edge.

Later we learn about the birth of Yitzchak and how after he was born, Ishmael, his older brother, was making sport of him. Ishmael, in order to gain an edge in the family competition for firstborn rights, was taking advantage of his position to harm his younger brother. Unfortunately, in our day, too, people in power are willing to use all sorts of unscrupulous means in order to achieve the edge they think they need in order to be successful. In the ancient days people thought they had to sacrifice their children in order to have the edge they needed to be successful in life. Even in Roman law a father had absolute power over his children. He could kill them, abuse them, maim them, and nobody could interfere. Child sacrifice was one of the main reasons why Judaism abhorred the Canaanite religion so much.

In the last part of the Torah portion Vayera we learn about the binding of Isaac, how Abraham thought that he was called upon to sacrifice his son. This posed a terrible dilemma for Abraham. All his life he had been preaching against such child sacrifice. His contemporaries thought that this was what gave them an edge in life. Even a thousand years later when the capital of Moab was besieged by Israelite troops, the king of Moab took his eldest son, who was 13 years old at the time, and sacrificed him on the wall in front of the Israelite troops, hoping in this way to secure victory. Little babies’ bones are still found in archaeological digs when homes in Moab and Amon and Canaan are unearthed. This is an abomination in Jewish eyes. What’s more, G‑d had also told Abraham that from the child born to him and Sarah “would come a great nation.” If he killed his son, how would this be possible? How could G‑d indicate two contradictory things? G‑d, of course, did and does not want human sacrifice. That’s one of the main points of the Akedah, the binding of Isaac. Abraham had misunderstood G‑d’s command. G‑d wanted Abraham to elevate his son, not sacrifice him. The Hebrew word can have both meanings. G‑d does not want us to look for edges by utilizing any immoral behavior, especially immoral behavior which either maims ourselves or our family. Looking for an edge in life can be very destructive.

That’s one of the main reasons why we blow the ram’s horn on Rosh Hashonna — to remind us that we should not look for an edge in life by utilizing immoral behavior which hurts ourselves or our families. That’s why Abraham named the place of the Akedah “G‑d will see.” All G‑d wants from us is for us to do our best. He will see to it that we are taken care of. We do not have to look for an edge in life. If a person can earn a living, feed his family, and help others, that is all that is important in life. We do not have to have an edge which is going to make us millions of dollars. What we need are the simple pleasures of life. We need to know that we are loved and can give love. We need to know that we can do our talents as long as we have them, and we need to know that we can make a difference in the world, at least to a few people. Everything else is gravy. G‑d, especially in the Akedah, is telling us, “Do not look for an edge by utilizing immoral or hurtful means. Do not hurt the ones you love and do not hurt yourself to gain an edge. I do not want that.”

That is why immediately after the Akedah we learn about Abraham’s family, about Abraham’s brother’s children: Abraham was told, “Do not look for an edge. Instead, learn how to relate to your family and to others.” It is a lesson which America needs to learn now if we are to overcome the plague of drugs. Solving the inner city drug problem is difficult but it is possible if we are willing to devote the necessary resources to it and especially if we are willing to provide real growth opportunities to the people who live there. Solving the middle and upper class drug problem is much more difficult. To do that we will have to change a fundamental American attitude. We will have to stop thinking that the only thing that gives our life dignity and worth is our competitive edge. Instead, we will have to substitute the idea that what gives our life dignity and worth is how we relate to others. May we quickly learn this lesson so we can solve the drug problem in our times.

CHAYE SARAH
The Covenant Requires Couples

In the Torah portion Chaye Sarah we learn about the death of Sarah and how Abraham buys a plot for her from the Hittites. We also learn how afterwards Abraham sends his faithful servant, Eliezer, to Mesopotamia to find a wife for his son, Yitzchak. We then learn how Abraham remarries and has six other children who he gives presents to and sends away, but we do not learn anything more about Abraham’s life basically after the death of Sarah. He lived 38 more years, and these obviously were years in which he was robust and in good health because he had six more children, yet, we learn nothing more about Abraham’s life. After Sarah we do not learn that G‑d spoke to him again. We do not learn anything more about his exploits or deeds. All we know is that after Sarah dies and he buries her, he immediately feels that he has to get a wife for his son, Yitzchak, and he sends Eliezer on a mission to get a wife for Yitzchak. What’s more, why in this Torah portion does it start out, “These were the years of the life of Sarah, 100 years and seven years, the years of the life of Sarah.” In other words, we repeat the last few words “the years of the life of Sarah” when we do not have to do this. After all, the Torah is very laconic and does not waste words. Why is it that here it repeats this phrase? It seems superfluous to have to say “these are the years of the life of Sarah” at the very end.

Perhaps the key to this is when we learn how Abraham came to bury Sarah. It says, “And Abraham came to eulogize Sarah and to cry for her.” Usually when a person mourns for someone they first cry and then they mourn, but here it says that Abraham gave a eulogy and then he cried for her. The rabbis explain that the covenant that was given to Abraham was not just a covenant for Abraham alone, but that the covenant was given to Abraham and Sarah as a team, as a couple. This was true later for Yitzchak and Rivka. It was also true for Yaacov and Leah that the covenant Was not just given to the male of the couple, but it was given to the couple as a couple, both the male and the female. In this instance when Sarah died, the covenant itself was called into question. Abraham would no longer have the strength to continue on with the covenant. It is true that physically he had his strength. After all, he had six more children, but he did not have the spiritual power anymore to continue. We learn that when Abraham originally received the covenant from G‑d, G‑d changed his name from Avrom to Avraham. At that same time He also changed Sarah’s name from Sarai to Sora. What He did in both instances was add a “Hay” to their names. Hay, everyone knows, is also an abbreviation for G‑d’s name. When Abraham and Sarah became bearers of the covenant they each contained within their names G‑d’s name — they were a team. In fact, Abraham, when he was childless for many years and could not have a child with Sarah, pleaded with G‑d that perhaps Lot would be his heir to carry on the covenant, or if not him maybe Eliezer, his servant, but G‑d would not accept them. Finally, Abraham said, “What about my son, Ishmael? He is my real son from Hagar.” G‑d also would not accept him. G‑d would only accept a son who came from both Abraham and Sarah. The covenant was a joint enterprise of both of them.

That is what we learn, too, that Sarah was really greater in many respects than Abraham. That is why this is called, “the years of the life of Sarah” because these years that she lived, this was the Sarah era. It was not so much the Abraham era. It was the Sarah era because Sarah intuitively knew how to apply the teachings of Abraham in practice. She knew how to apply “Chesed” to everyone around. Abraham understood teaching more. He understood the ideals perhaps more, but he could not intuitively apply them to given situations. That is why the rabbis say that Sarah’s bailiwick was Beersheba, which means “a well of abundance,” that she knew how to relate to people. She knew how to sense what was right in a given situation. Abraham’s main bailiwick was Chevron. Chevron comes from the same word as Chover, for friend. He was a teacher. He was a person who was able to share ideas with his friends, but when it came to intuitively apply them he was not able to do it.

We also know that there is a saying in English, which really does not apply, which says that those who can, do and those who cannot, teach. Obviously, it does not apply in this instance to Abraham. He also did. It is true that many times when people teach they understand all the principles but they cannot apply them in practice, but Sarah was able to apply these ideals of Chesed, kindness, in practice. Abraham had, many times, difficulty applying these things in practice. In fact, it was Sarah who knew that Ishmael was a bad influence on Yitzchak and had him sent away. After Sarah’s death, Abraham himself sent away the other six boys he had, realizing that they would also be a bad influence on Yitzchak without even Sarah’s prompting. In fact, when Sarah came up with advice, G‑d said “Listen to her voice,” because she knew intuitively how to apply these teachings of Abraham’s in real life situations. Sarah was eulogized first by Abraham because he had to tell about her greatness. He had to sense and to convey that sense of her greatness to everyone around him. He knew too that when she died his greatness ended. Then later he cried. He cried for his loss as a human being, but first he had to make known her greatness. He suffered as a leader first and then he suffered as a human being. Abraham knew then after Sarah died that he could no longer carry on the covenant. Therefore, he knew that it was imperative that Yitzchak carry on the covenant, and therefore it was imperative that he search out a wife for him. That is why he sent Eliezer immediately to find a wife for Yitzchak because he, himself, no longer had the strength to carry on. He knew that his part of the covenant with Sarah had to do with kindness, and the covenant had three aspects. It was based on kindness but it also had to include observance and worship, and he was not as capable of these as he knew his son would be. The third part of the covenant is Torah, is learning of Torah, and that, of course, was left to his grandson, to Yaacov, to develop. Abraham went as far as he could with Gemilas Chasodeem. The next stage was to combine Gemilas Chasodeem with observance, with ritual, and that was left to his son, Yitzchak, who needed a mate like Rifka in order to promote the covenant and deepen it. We see the same thing in our own day, that many times synagogues and Jewish institutions were founded by wonderful people who understood all about Gemilas Chasodeem, but they did not understand too much about religious worship and ritual, and that is something that an individual needs for his own life. We see now a second generation that is concerned with ritual and observance, but many times they cannot go any further in Jewish learning. It is Jewish learning which really ties one to G‑d and lets a person feel the meaning and purpose of existence. It almost has a mystical quality to it. That was left to Jacob to discover. He understood that in the midst of life, in th midst of doing deeds of kindness and observing rituals and prayer that you need more. You also need Jewish learning. These were the three basics of the covenant. Abraham had done as far as he could. He now knew that it was up to Yitzchak to get a wife and to continue on so he could further the covenant. In the cave where Abraham buried Sarah, four couples were buried. There were Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Yitzchak and Rivka, and Yaacov and Leah. The rabbis tell us that every human being has a covenant. That is the original covenant that G‑d made with Adam and with all of us. The Jews just had an extra covenant.

It is important, though, that we realize that the covenant cannot be furthered unless there are couples, couples who sustain and help each other, that it is very difficult for an individual alone to promote the covenant, to make the covenant a living thing. It takes a couple together. That is why Judaism stresses marriage so much.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Eve, who went up to Adam and said, “Adam, you must do something about your appearance. You have to spruce yourself up.” Adam turned to Eve and said, “You know, Eve, it’s strange you should say that because I was just thinking about turning over a new leaf.” When it come to life, one individual alone cannot do it, but a couple can. Let’s hope that all Jewish couples will be interested in doing deeds of kindness, as Abraham and Sarah were, and worship and observance, as Yitzchak and Rivka were, and in furthering Torah learning, as Yaacov and Leah were. If we will make sure we observe the covenant as couples to the fullest, we can rest assured that Judaism will survive and the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

TOLDOS

Eventually You Have To Choose

In the Torah portion Toldos we learn about the struggle of Esau and Yaacov. We learn how Esau sells his birthright for some lentils, and we learn later how Jacob, at his mother’s insistence, tricks Yitzchak into giving him the blessing that he originally intended to give to Esau. There are many questions and troubling issues in this story, but one of the problems is, why was it that Esau was so upset when he did not receive the blessing? Why did Esau care? We learn the when Esau heard how his father had given the blessing to Yaacov, he cried a great bitter cry and he said to his father, “Bless me also me, Father.” He was really upset. He said, “Didn’t you reserve for me a blessing also?” Why should Esau have been so upset? After all, he did not really believe that much in Judaism. What did he want the blessing for? He was not interested at all in the birthright he had before, and he knew that the birthright meant that later he would get the blessing. The rabbis say that Jacob bought the birthright from him for these lentils on the day that Abraham died, that Esau said, “What good is the birthright? What good is the blessing? We are all going to die anyway.”

Esau did not live the life of a religious Jew. He intermarried. He was not interested in pursuing Jewish values. He was running, around with a group of ruffians. It is true that at home he loved Judaism. It is true that he kept a pair of clothes at home just so that he could fulfill all the ritual requirements to please his father and mother. It is true that he thought that Judaism gave him something important at home, but out of the home he lived an entirely different life. Why should it be that he cared for the blessing at all? And, what’s more, why did Yitzchak want to give him the blessing? Didn’t Yitzchak know what was going on? It is true that Yitzchak was partially blind, but Yitzchak knew that not everything was right with Esau, otherwise after he found out that Yaacov got the blessing he would have been upset, but he was not. He just said, “He got the blessing and he will indeed be blessed.” Why did Yitzchak want to give Esau the blessing at all?

It seems to me that Esau is like many Jewish people today. They cannot choose. They love Judaism but they do not really want to practice it. They are not sure whether they want to be Jewish completely or not, and they do not want to choose between not being Jewish and being Jewish. I am reminded of the true incident that happened when I was growing up. There was a family we could not understand. They used to come to shul regularly but they moved way out so that it was very difficult for them to come to shul. I was friends with the teenage boy and I asked why this happened. He told me the truth. He said that his parents did not want to have to come to shul. When they wanted to come, they would come, and when they did not want to come, they did not want to have to come. They did not want to have tongues wagging asking why they did not come to shul or inquiring in their business why they did this or that. It reminds me, too, of the story of a couple who moved to Israel and brought five refrigerators. The customs man asked them, “What do you need with five refrigerators?” They said, “Well, I need one for milchig and one for fleishig. Then on Pesach I need one for milk and one for meat.” The inspector said, “That is only four. What do you need the fifth one for?” The couple said, “Well, sometimes we want to eat some treif.” There are Jews who just cannot make up their minds what they want to do and what they want to be. Esau was one of those. He could not make up his mind whether he wanted to be Jewish or not. Esau had a nostalgia for all Jewish things. He loved the atmosphere of his home. He loved his parents. He loved the traditions, but he was not sure he wanted to keep them all the time. Unfortunately, we have a lot of these Jews today. Of course, we should not reject these Jews. We should bring them near because maybe they will embrace more traditions.

That is, of course, why Yitzchak gave the blessing to Esau. Yitzchak was not as dumb as people make him out to be because the blessing that he really gave to Jacob when he thought Jacob was Esau was not the blessing of Abraham. It was not a spiritual blessing at all. The blessing was a material blessing. “See the smell on my son. It is as the smell of a field which the Lord has blessed, so G‑d give thee of the dew of earth and of the fat place of earth and plenty of corn and wine. Let people serve thee and nations bow down to thee. Be lord over thy brethren and let thy mother’s sons bow down to thee. Cursed be everyone that curses thee and blessed be everyone that blesses thee.” There is nothing spiritual about this blessing at all. In fact, later when Esau begged him for a blessing, he gave him a very similar type blessing. He said, “Behold of the fat places of the earth shall be thy dwelling and of the dew of heaven above, and by the sword shalt thou live and thou shalt serve thy brother, and it shall come to pass when thou shalt break loose that thou shalt shake his yoke from off thy neck.” Yitzchak did not give the blessing of Abraham to Yaacov until Yaacov was about ready to leave for Mesopotamia. Yaacov left ostensibly in order to get a wife. Esau, after all, had intermarried. He ws not even interested in continuing to have Jewish progeny.

What was the blessing Abraham that Yitzchak really gave Jacob? It said, “And G‑d Almighty bless thee and make thee fruitful and multiply thee that thou may be a congregation of peoples, and give thee the blessing of Abraham to thee and to thy seed with thee, that thou mayest inherit the land of thy sojourning which G‑d gave unto Abraham.” So we see that Yitzchak never intended to give the blessing of Abraham to Esau, but he wanted him to know that he cared for him and he wanted him to be a part of the Jewish people and he wanted to hold him and try to bring him back as long as he had any Jewish identity at all. That’s the way it should be. However, this does not mean that those people who are estranged from Judaism or who cannot make up their minds whether they want to be Jewish or not be Jewish should set the Jewish agenda. Unfortunately, we have many people like that who demand leadership positions and who demand to set the Jewish agenda when they, themselves, are not sure whether they want to be Jewish or not. The people who should set the Jewish agenda and who should run the Jewish institutions are people who are committed to the Jewish way of life. It was Yaacov who was committed to the Jewish way of life. It was Yaacov who should have received the blessing and determined the Jewish agenda, but that’s not the way many Jews see it today. They want everything. They, though, many times have to choose. It would be nice if they could have everything, but they cannot. Sometimes they can go along with not making up their minds, but there comes a time when sometimes they have to choose.

We see that in the world of politics today. Gorbachev has had to choose, because what is Russia’s main problem? Russia’s main problem has always been defense. Russia was ruled for 250 years by the Mongols, and the only way the Russians were able to defeat the Mongols was by introducing the cannon. The Mongols were excellent fighters. They used to surround an enemy while riding on horseback and then tighten the ring until eventually the enemy would surrender. The Russians were helpless against this tactic until the cannon was invented, and then they were able to blast out of that ring. Since that time, the Russian army has always realized that they had to have the latest equipment. In the Lebanese war of 1981 when over 90 Syrian planes were destroyed to zero losses for Israel, Russia realized that her equipment was not up to date. The Afghan war confirmed it when Russia had no defense against the heat-seeking missiles that were downing a Russian plane a day, so Russia knows that it has to modernize. It has to use computers and upgrade its defense systems, and this, of course, requires a great deal of money and requires a great deal of input from the West. Gorbachev could not do what he has been able to do up to now without the support of the military. He has had to choose between his socialist communist principles and doing what’s needed to make sure that Russia is strong. Russia is not really afraid of the United States. Russia is afraid of China. After all, the Mongols of China ruled Russia and China. Russia has to make choices. It could not go along the way it has been going, and therefore, it had to make a choice. However, it is still not clear how these things will turn out. After all, the Russian troops remained in Eastern Europe, and any time they wanted, they could crush these freedom movements just as China crushed her freedom movement in Tiananmen Square.

We all know we have to make choices. In the United States too, we have to make choices. We have decided to hold down the income tax rate, but, of course, we still demand the same services so the property tax rates have gone up. Water has gone up. Sewage has gone up. Many people come to me complaining and asking me to join groups to petition that property taxes and water rates should come down, etc. We have the problems of health insurance. We have all sorts of problems of eroding income of blue collar workers. We have to be careful, too. Capitalism is fine as long as there is a floor, but if there is not a floor to protect people, then, of course, you could have a revolution here as almost happened before the New Deal was enacted when there was no social security and an adequate welfare system. People actually starved to death in America. My grandfather tells me how in the Panic of 1905 (in those days depressions were called panics) people were actually starving to death in the streets of New York, so we have to make choices many times, hard choices. You cannot just have everything. In Jewish life today we want to have everything. We want to be kosher, eat treif. We want to have everything, but you cannot have everything. Eventually you have to choose and if you do not choose, your children will choose for you. You can tell what system is actually the best system by what happened to the children. Obviously, you can find exceptions all over, but the majority of the children who go through a certain type of education and have a certain type of training — does this majority stay Jewish? Do they still want to come to shul and practice their religion? Are they still proud of being Jews? Do they want to help Israel and their fellow Jews? Do they still identify with Jewish causes? You can tell which type of education provides it, what type of services provide it. We all have to choose. Esau did not want to choose. Eventually he did choose. His children no longer stayed Jews. Eventually he saw that it was really right that Jacob got the blessing, but at this particular time he did not want to choose. He wanted to have all the violent, secular world out there plus the warmth of Judaism, but it was impossible.

In our life we have to choose. Let us hope and pray that Gorbachev will continue to make the right choices because of Russia’s own military needs, that he will choose modernization and creativity over communism and communism’s principles. that he will continue to choose freedom and openness, etc. Let us hope and pray that the world will have peace so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was talking to another man about his brother-in-law. He said, “You know, my. brother-in-law is amazing. He is a master mechanic. He can take a radiator from a Buick, a body from a Ford, an engine from a Cadillac, the wheels from a Toyota, the transmission from a Mazda, and he can put them all together.” His friend then asked, “He most certainly must be a great mechanic, but after he has taken all of these parts, what does he end up with?” The other man answered, “Five years in jail.” Many times it is hard to choose, but if we try to take a little of this and a little of that, many times we end up with nothing. We many times destroy instead of build. Let us choose to live positive Jewish lives in all aspects of life so Judaism will survive. Amen.

VAYAETZAE

Love, Self-Set Goals, and Children

In the Torah portion Vayaetzae we learn how Yaacov leaves his. home ,and goes to Mesopotamia. We learn how he met Rachel and fell in love with her, how he was swindled by his father-in-law, etc. We learn how Yaacov grows and learns how to cope with a hostile environment. Also in this Torah portion we learn about Rachel and Leah. We learn how Rachel and Leah were able to deal with sibling rivalry, how they were able to be true to themselves, to the man they loved, and to their religious principles without harming each other. It was a very difficult thing for them to do, to learn how to balance their love for each other with their love for their husband, how to balance within themselves the rivalries and jealousies that they had to feel, yet maintain their moral equilibrium.

As we know, Laban tricked Yaacov into marrying Leah. In those days the brides were heavily veiled, and although Yaacov knew that his uncle was capable of tricking him and was even prepared for it, yet, because of the intricate relationship between Rachel and Leah, all the precautions he took went for naught. Rachel, because of her love for her sister as well as her love for her man, Yaacov, gave to Leah the signals that she and Yaacov had decided upon in preparation for their marriage. Yaacov knew that Laban was capable of switching girls on him and, therefore, he and Rachel had prearranged a whole group of signals. Rachel loved her sister and when she saw that her sister was being taken to marry Yaacov, she realized the great embarrassment that was going to be caused to Leah if she would be rejected. She, therefore, willingly gave the signs that she and Yaacov had agreed upon to her sistern, Leah. She thus prevented Leah from being totally rejected and embarrassed and probably prevented her from becoming a spinster and never marrying. Leah, too, paid back her sister in almost the same way after she had already given birth to six sons and the handmaidens had each given birth to two sons. Leah found that she was pregnant. Her sister, up to this time, had only been able to bear one son, Yosef. The rabbis say that Leah knew because of a prophetic tradition that Yaacov was going to have 12 sons. She already had six of them, the handmaidens had four, and Rachel had only one, a total of 11. That meant that if she, Leah, would have another son, Rachel would lose terrible face because she would be the only wife who had only one son. She would not even stand as high in the hierarchical rating as the handmaidens because she would only have one son. So, Leah prayed that G‑d should give her, Leah, a daughter instead, and G‑d did give her a daughter. He gave her Dena, and, because of this, there was still one son that would be left and that son Rachel would be able to bear.

The relationship between Leah and Rachel is not an easy relationship, but somehow they managed to get along. We learn before they had children how the Torah says, “And G‑d saw that Leah was hated.” Actually, in Hebrew the word “hated” really does not have the same harsh meaning that it does in English — it means that you are second best. It means that in the rivalry that you have with someone else you do not come out too well, but it does not really have that harsh meaning of hatred as in English. Obviously Jacob thought a lot of Leah. He may have loved Rachel more, but he had all these children with Leah and he did value her advice, as we learn later on. When G‑d saw, though, that Leah was still the second best, or if you want to say “hated,” G‑d opened up her womb and Rachel was barren. We learn how Leah conceived and she gave birth to a son and how she called his name Reuven, because she said, “G‑d saw my affliction because now my man will love me.” Then, when she became pregnant again and gave birth to a second son, she said, “G‑d has heard that I am hated, that I am second best and He has given me also this child.” Then she got pregnant a third time and gave birth to a third son, and this time she did not mention at all about being hated. She said this time, “My husband will accompany me.” That is why she named him Levi because if she had two children, one in each arm, her husband would have to accompany her with the third son. Then when it said she became pregnant a fourth time, this time she called the boy’s name Yehuda, which means “I will praise G‑d.” Notice that there was a progression here in Leah’s feelings. At the beginning she felt terribly rejected. She felt down, and she named her first son “G‑d has seen my affliction.” Anybody who would look at Leah would immediately see that she felt very depressed and dejected and rejected, but slowly her condition improved. When her second son came, she called his name Shimon because “G‑d has heard my affliction.” Certain people do not even have to open their mouths. You can just look at them and see that they are depressed. You see that they are very unhappy. You see that they are feeling very rejected, but with other people, you cannot tell until they open their mouths. In the first case, Leah was feeling very down, but by the time her second child came, it was only when she opened her own mouth that you could tell what her feelings were, that you could tell how she still felt rejected and second class. By the time her third son came along, she is no longer talking negatively. She is talking, “Now my husband will accompany me.” She is now talking positively. Now she feels that she will spend much more time with Jacob than she had before. She is talking in a positive vein, not a negative vein. Her suffering seems to have been ameliorated, and by the time her fourth son comes, she is saying, “I will praise G‑d.” She does not even mention any reason. She is happy now. She has found a certain fulfillment. She thanks G‑d for the condition which she is in.

In contrast to Leah, Rachel during this time is suffering a loss of self-esteem. Although she knows that she is loved by Yaacov, because she cannot have children, her self-esteem is rapidly diminishing. She knows that Yaacov consults with her but now she feels terrible, and she says; “Give me children and if not I will die.” In other words, she was feeling so low and rejected that she told Yaacov that unless he gives her children, she is even going to commit suicide. Of course, she probably did not mean it. The rabbis do not like what Jacob answered her. Jacob, in effect, said, “What are you blaming me for? I already have children. Am I stopping you from having children? It’s your fault, not my fault.” In desperation, she gives her handmaiden, Bilah, to Jacob, so that she can raise these children as her own. Notice that when she names the first child born Dan, she says “Donanee Elokeem,” “G‑d has judged me.” She uses the word Elokeem, which stands for G‑d’s attribute of justice. You can feel her sense of exasperation over having not been treated justly by not having her own children. Even when Bilah’s second child is born, Rachel names him Naftali, “I have struggled with G‑d.” I have struggled with my sister, and I have overcome. In other words, again here too; her self-esteem has taken a terrible nose dive and she feels that she must have children in order to maintain her self-esteem. Notice that when Leah gives her handmaiden to Jacob, the names she gives her sons are Gad, which means “good fortune,” and Asher, which means “happiness.” She says she is happy, she is fortunate. Later on when Rachel sees that Leah’s son, Reuven, is coming back to the home from the fields with some “Dudaeem,” which was thought to contain fertility properties, she tells her sister, Leah, “You go ahead in to Jacob tonight. Let me take these fertility pills. Maybe they will help me.” Leah becomes pregnant again and this time she names her son Yesachar, which means “G‑d has given me my reward.” Leah has another son later, too, and she calls him Zebulun, which means “my man lives with me.” She is happy in her estate. Meanwhile, Rachel finally gets pregnant and she has a son, and her son she called Yosef, which means “G‑d has removed my shame from me,” and also it can mean that “G‑d will give me another son.” She prays that her status will not be less than that of her handmaidens.

We see here in the rivalry between the sisters, clearly delineated, what each of us needs in life. We need three things: we need to be loved; we need to be able to accomplish some self-set goals; and we need to have children. It is an emotional need to have children. It is not just a biological need. We need to have children not just so that our genes will continue, but so that we can feel fulfilled. In order to feel fulfilled, we must have the opportunity to be able to bring joy to others, especially to our children. What greater joy can we bring to others than to our own children whom we can shape and mold and form? We need these three things, but sometimes we cannot obtain all three things. Some people do not feel loved the way they feel they should be loved. They feel that their spouse does not love them as much as he/she should. Also, sometimes people feel bad because they cannot accomplish their goals in life. And, of course, some people cannot have children. In the Torah portion Vayaetzae we learn that we have to balance all three. We can compensate in one area for the other. We should strive to have all three, but sometimes it is not possible. Leah, at the beginning, was feeling terrible because she did not feel that she got the love she needed and deserved. Yes, Yaacov consulted her, and, yes, she had accomplishments in life, but then when she had children, she was able to balance what she felt was this lack of love, with her children. This actually enhanced the love of her husband for her, too. It enhanced her feeling of accomplishment because you have to do many things for children when you raise them. Rachel, on the other hand, knew that she was secure in the love of her husband. She had all the love she could take and she would wish. She knew that she could accomplish certain goals, but she did not have children. She could not bring this joy and happiness to another creature, a creature who would bear her genes. She felt very dejected and despondent. Of course, the rabbis say she was wrong, because if you cannot have children, you should concentrate on other areas. You can do so much good in the world. You can still be loved and you can still accomplish great things for others. Of course, she adopted a child when she could not have her own, and that is a good thing to do even today.

Today, too, many of our people make a terrible mistake. They think that it is not important to have a family. They think it is not important to have children, and one of the greatest problems that I have come into my office on a regular basis are couples who cannot have children. Either they married too late or they waited too long before trying to have children and they really want to have children. There are some women especially who wait too long before they get married. They concentrate too much on their careers. The Torah here tells us that we need all three things. We need to be loved, we need to accomplish things on our own, and we need also to have children. This is very, very important.

That is why the family is in the center of Judaism because in the family you can accomplish all goals. You can be loved and have children and accomplish self-set goals. It is important that we learn this. Rachel concentrated too much on the fact that she could not have children, and Leah, in the beginning, concentrated too much on the fact that she was not loved enough. We have to balance all these three. You can compensate in one area for the other. Many times people come to me, children and adults, complaining that this one does not love them, their mother does not love them, their husband doesn’t love them, etc. This is foolishness. What we have to do is balance and compensate in other areas for the deficiencies that we have in one area. A person who cannot have children because of some physical defect or some other reason, should make it up in another area. It is better if you can accomplish all three, but sometimes it is not possible. We see that when Leah and Rachel stopped feeling sorry for themselves and stopped being jealous of each other, then they accomplished great things, each in her own sphere. Concentrate on the positive things that you can do. Yes, it is important to be loved, and, yes, it is important to accomplish self-set goals, and, yes, it is important to have children, but all these three have to be balanced. The way we balance them best is in the family.

I am reminded of the story that they tell about a man who got fired from a job. He went to see his friend and his friend asked why the foreman fired him. He answered, “You know how foremen are. They stand around all day with their hands in their pockets watching other people work.” The friend said he agreed but he still wanted to know why the foreman fired him. He answered, “Well, because all the other people on the job thought that I was the foreman.” In life, if you want to accomplish anything, you have to work at it. You have to work at love. For some reason, people think that in order to find a mate, a thunderbolt has to strike you from heaven. G‑d forbid anybody should give you advice about a mate or set you up with a date, but you have to work at love, you have to work at accomplishing self-set goals, and you have to work, too, and plan to have children and have them at an early age if possible, because nobody knows what is going to happen afterwards. Let us hope and pray that we will all work to obtain love and children and self-set goals so the Mashiach will come. Amen.

VAYISHLACH

How Do Disputes Get Resolved

One of the most intriguing questions on both a personal and historical level is, how do disputes get resolved? How do nations, institutions, and even individuals who have fought furiously over different issues continuously for years all of a sudden get together and solve them? What is it that caused the dispute between England and France to be solved? What is it in the Jewish world that caused the very bitter dispute between the Chassidim and the Misnagdim to be solved? How is it that certain very pressing issues like the gold standard versus the silver standard were solved in American politics? Why is it that certain disputes fade from the scene while others continue?

It seems to me that most disputes never get solved. They just become irrelevant. The framework in which they were important no longer is relevant. For example, the very bitter dispute between the Catholics and the Protestants, which resulted in the Thirty Years’ War and almost the complete destruction of the male population of Germany, no longer agitates the minds of most men because the theological framework upon which this dispute was based is no longer relevant. People no longer look at the world in those terms. The same can be said for the dispute between France and England. Colonies are no longer important. Because of the discovery of modern technology, colonies are actually a hindrance to economic development, not a boon to economic development. In Roman times the empire had to control many colonies if Rome was to be rich. Tribute was demanded from all the provinces and this was the basis of the economic prosperity of Rome. If this tribute would not have been paid, Rome would not have been wealthy and a great power. Britain in the 19th century also extracted a great deal of wealth from her colonies. However, it soon became evident because of modern developments that England would have to pour many more resources into her colonies than she could ever extract from them if she was to maintain them. The peoples had to be subjugated. It would cost a fortune to maintain an army and navy there, and, meanwhile, the modern means of the manufacturer would allow England to produce much more wealth by just concentrating on her own country. Let her buy the raw products from these colonies or from other parts of the world and transform them into goods for herself and other countries. Today we know that the wealthiest countries in the world are Japan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. These countries have ,very few natural resources, but they have a very industrious population who believes in education and is willing to work hard, and this then forms the basis of their wealth. Russia is now learning this lesson, too. Russia is learning that wealth comes from within the country, not from controlling the resources of other countries. Perhaps the main reason Russia has pulled back from ventures in Afghanistan, Angola, etc., is because it was draining her own resources, and Russia, economically, was not doing very well.

This can be said about other disputes as well. The dispute between the Chassidim and the Misnagdim was relevant when all Jews accepted the basic framework of halachic life, when all Jews believed in G‑d and G‑d’s providence, and when they all believed that the only way you could obtain a good life was through the study of Torah, prayer, and the practice of the commandments. Unfortunately, today most Jews no longer feel this way. Modernity, secularism, nationalism, and socialism eroded the Jewish community until it is now not recognizable at all from the Jewish community of the 19th century in Eastern Europe or in Moslem lands. The dispute between the Chassidim and the Misnagdim is not relevant now at all except maybe in certain parts of Bnai Brak or Williamsburg. The underlying dispute was never really resolved. It just became irrelevant.

It is also true that certain disputes can be solved — usually disputes that have to do with personalities, when one person has wronged another — if an apology is made by the guilty party. Most problems in life, though, do not revolve around personalities, although personalities can exacerbate them. Most problems do revolve around different world views. They revolve around the consequences of these different world views when people try to implement them in the real world. The current dispute in the Jewish religious community between the orthodox and the liberal Jewish religious groups basically revolves around the idea — is the Jewish religion the product of the Jewish people, or is G‑d the author of the Jewish religion? If G‑d is the author of the Jewish religion, then the Jewish people must conform to the religion that G‑d gave them. To the liberal Jewish groups, the Jewish religion is just another manifestation of the Jewish genius, and, since the Jewish people created it, they can change it anyway they like. According to the orthodox, of course, this is ridiculous. At the time of Elijah there were only 3,000 Jews who did not bow down to Baal. Does this mean that in Elijah’s time when Baal worship was incorporated into Jewish worship along with Canaanite sex rites, that this was a manifestation of the Jewish spirit? Judaism, according to the orthodox, is what the Jewish people are supposed to do, not necessarily what they do.

Religious disputes sometimes have to do with capturing religious institutions and their wealth, but most of the time they have nothing at all to do with the institutions per se. They have to do with what should the self-image of the Jew be in the modern world, what should Jews look like in the modern world, how should Jews act, etc. Therefore, symbols are very important. So many battles have been fought over yarmulkas, kashruth, seating arrangements, etc., because these are symbolic of how far a Jew should integrate into the modern world, how far the Jewish message should take into account prevailing ideas.

In the Torah portion Vayishlach we have an illustration of how a bitter religious conflict was resolved. Esau and Yaacov were twins, which meant that they had the same basic genetic makeup. They were raised in the same home. They had the same environment. They were given the same education. They received the same love from their parents, yet they clashed, a clash that was so bitter that Jacob had to flee before his brother’s wrath to Mesopotamia and remain there for 22 years. The clash was basically over a blessing. The blessing had to do with the spiritual leadership of the Jewish people. It entailed who would get the promise of Abraham, who was fit to be the standard bearer of Judaism in the world. This dispute was so bitter that even after 22 years when Jacob returned to the land of Canaan, he knew that his brother was waiting for him. He sent messengers to his brother begging for peace, only to find out that his brother was coming to greet him with 400 men. He was terrified and did not know how this dispute could be resolved.

He tried three measures. He first tried to appease his brother by giving him large gifts, by trying to convince his brother that the battle was not over things, that although his father had blessed him with the “dew of the heavens and of the fat places of the earth and of plenty of corn and wine,” yet the real crux of the blessing was, “Let people serve thee and nations bow down to thee. Be lord over thy brethren and let thy mother’s sons bow down to thee.” In other words, it was this blessing of spiritual domination, not physical domination, which caused the brothers to clash. Who was going to lead the people spiritually? Who was going to have to give way to the other? In fact, when Jacob left for Mesopotamia, his father again blessed him and said, “May G‑d Almighty bless thee and make thee fruitful and multiply thee that thou mayest be a congregation of peoples and give thee the blessing of Abraham.” This was the problem — the blessing of Abraham.

Jacob tried to assuage his brother’s anger by saying, “True, I have amassed material goods, but I am willing to give them to you. This dispute is not over buildings or land. This dispute is over a spiritual vision, how we are to live in the world. You, my brother Esau, have chosen to live a certain way. You have chosen to live with the gentile people around you. You have intermarried. You have raised your children a certain way. You are a good man, but our paths differ. Our ideas differ, but I still want to be your brother.” Jacob also knew that he may have to fight. He tried to appease his brother. He tried to make peace, but he knew also that he might have to fight. Therefore, he divided his camp in two. His greatest fear was not that his brother would kill him, but that he might have to kill his brother. In such a bitter battle between two brothers, nothing good could ever come out of it, because even if he would win and kill his brother, how could he live with that fact? Finally, he prayed to G‑d and asked G‑d’s help.

This was a tough time for Jacob, and when he found himself alone one night on the other side of the river from his camp, he wrestled all night with an angel. Some of the rabbis explain that this meant that he wrestled with this problem all night. It bothered him terribly, and when he woke up in the morning, he was lame. He could not come to grips with this terrible dilemma. How could he, in order to achieve spiritual goals, have to engage in physical battle? It troubled him. It bothered him. The next day he saw his brother coming toward him with his 400 troops. He went forward to meet his brother, but, to and behold, his brother, instead of attacking him, hugged him and he fell on his neck and he kissed him and they both cried.

The rabbis are puzzled. Why did Esau make peace now? If he had no intention of fighting, why did he bring 400 men with him? What happened here’? Some rabbis say that when Esau saw Jacob limping, when he saw him surrounded by his wives and many children, Esau realized that his battle with Jacob was foolish, because what would happen if he won? He really did not want to be the spiritual leader of the Jewish people. He did not want to lead the type of life Jacob was leading. He did not really want to be a spiritual leader at all. He did not want to have to perform all the duties of a religious Jew. He did practice some of it and he did want someone to perform them so he could enjoy them when he felt like it, but he did not want to always perform them himself. That the Torah makes clear later on when it says, after they parted, “and Esau returned to Sayer and Jacob traveled to Succos.” The rabbis explain that when it says Esau went to Sayer, it means that Esau still kept Yom Kippur. Sayer was the name of the scapegoat that was offered on Yom Kippur, but he was not interested in Succos. It was Jacob who traveled to Succos. Esau realized that the battle he was fighting was foolish because if he would win he would have to assume the mantle of Jacob, and he did not want to live the life of Abraham and of his father, Isaac. He also knew that Jacob was limping. Jacob was tied. Jacob lived the life of a Jew who followed strictly the path of Abraham and Isaac. Esau would have to be tied to a family. He would have to be tied to children. He would have to be tied to religious tradition which did not give him the freedom he wanted. Esau wanted to be a hunter. He wanted to roam free making his own rules as he went. His religious dispute with his brother had become completely irrelevant.

It is true that many times religious disputes express only the needs of certain people for power, for honor, for control, but it is also true that most religious disputes revolve around different self-images of what a Jew should be, or around basic religious values. These values are many times very important and should be expressed. It was important that we had Chassidim and it was important that we had Misnagdim, but we should always remember, too, that when these disputes occur, they should never get so out of hand that they drive Jews completely apart and result in hatred. We should also remember that many religious disputes, especially in our modern day, may turn out to be completely irrelevant because, deep down, one or even both of the parties may not really want to live a religious life. They may just want to know that they are accepted and will never be barred from participating in any part of Jewish life they choose to participate in. Let us all hope and pray that in our day all disputes will be solved quickly, satisfactorily, and justly.

VAYESHEV

Perfection, Love and Great People

One of the tragedies of life is that many times a group of people will pick on someone, not because he has done bad things or has provoked them, but just because this group feels that this certain person is just too good. They feel that it is not right to have such a good person in their midst. They feel that that person’s goodness somehow threatens them. They want to bring that person down to their level. They try to tempt him, and if this fails, they try to either mentally, or even physically, destroy him. We see this often in inner city schools where children from certain groups are afraid to do well because if they do well, they will be ostracized by their own group, mocked and even beaten up. This was true in turn-of-the-century collegiate America, where the gentlemen’s “C” was considered chic and anybody who worked hard to get “A’s” was considered overbearing and pushy.

There seems to be inborn within all of us an urge to bring down anybody who seems to be doing better than what the group he belongs to thinks is the norm. People sarcastically refer to those who try to do better as uppity, arrogant, overbearing. This is perhaps understandable in the ecomonic sphere where people can feel that another person’s success reflects badly on them and makes them look like failures to themselves and to their families, but this is terribly hard to understand in the moral sphere. Why should people consciously try to destroy other people, just because they think that they are too good? It is true that sometimes good peple can act smug and self-complacent and terribly judgmental and provoke ordinary people to hate and attack them, but, generally this is not so. Truly good people are not smug and complacent, but it does not stop them from being attacked. You can see this phenomenon even among young children. Many times a group of children will purposefully try to destroy the soft, gentle, good soul among them.

We Jews especially have been singled out for hatred and persecution, mainly because we have achieved great things for ourselves and for others in the countries in which we have lived. This has provoked much jealousy and hatred. We have been labeled uppity and arrogant, etc. After we have been expelled from these countries, these countries have regretted what they have done. Their own standard of living has dropped, the creative energy of that country has diminished, and then they have become sorry. Even Poland, which systematically expelled the few Jews who survived the Holocaust, now is sorry and wants us to come back.

Perhaps the key to understanding this phenomenon is found in the Torah portion Vayeshev, where we learn how Joseph was singled out and hated by his brothers. One of the great errors that people make in life is to feel that unless they are perfect, they do not deserve to be loved. They also feel that love is finite. They feel that if a father and mother-love one sibling, they cannot love the other siblings. This same idea is also transferred to G‑d. People feel that unless they are perfect, G‑d will not love them, and that G‑d’s love is finite, that G‑d cannot love them all. He does not have that much love. He can only love the good ones. Perhaps that is why good people are attacked. Perhaps people feel that if they can destroy a good person, or at least bring him down to their level, they will then have an equal chance at sharing G‑d’s love. Perhaps then they will all get a little piece of it, but otherwise they have no chance; otherwise all their parents’ or G‑d’s love will go only to the good people.

This, of course, is a false idea. G‑d loves us even if we are not perfect. G‑d would like us to try to be perfect, but He knows that we cannot be perfect, and He loves us anyway. G‑d also knows that we all do not start from the same place, that some of us are born with more understanding, compassionate souls than others. All G‑d asks is that we try to do the best that we can, but He will love us anyway, as long as we want Him to love us. If we reject His love, then it is our fault, but no matter what we have done, He will always love us if we will but turn to Him.

The brothers of Joseph made this same fundamental error. They thought that their father’s love was finite and that they had to be perfect to deserve it. They thought that since their father loved Joseph, he could not love them. They also thought that their father loved Joseph because he tattletaled on them to their father, but the truth of the matter is, Jacob loved Joseph in spite of the fact that he tattletaled. The Torah is very clear when it says that the reason that Jacob loved Joseph was because he was a “Ben Zekunim,” which normally is translated as “a son of his old age,” but really here it means that Joseph was a scholar. After all, Joseph was not much younger than his other brothers, and he had a younger brother, Benjamin. Jacob did not love Joseph more than the rest of his brothers because Joseph tattled on them. He loved him more because Joseph loved to learn and Jacob loved to teach. Jacob knew that Joseph was not perfect. Jacob knew that Joseph had faults. The text even says how Jacob rebuked Joseph for telling his brothers about his dreams. Jacob even told Joseph to “go and see the Sholom of your brothers, the wholeness of your brothers.” Jacob was not oblivious to Joseph’s faults, but he loved him anyway, just as he loved his other sons in spite of their faults. Jacob, of all the patriarchs, knew his children the best and he never rejected any of his children. He rebuked them when they were wrong, but he always loved them. He loved them in spite of their faults.

Joseph, though, throughout his life, was always the target of hatred and envy because he did stand out above others. He was the only one, with the exception of Noah, who is known in our tradition as “HaTzadik,” the righteous one. He was not perfect, but he had a good mind and a compassionate heart. He was thrown into prison for no good reason, because the wife of his Egyptian master could not stand his goodness, and wanted to seduce him and bring him down to her level. In prison, Joseph rose to high position again because of his talents. He matured in prison and learned how to stress his compassion over his talents. He especially learned how to listen to the dreams of others, as well as to his own.

G‑d’s love is not finite, and it is not true that we have to be perfect in order to deserve it. This doctrine that you have to be perfect in order to be loved has caused so many lies and so much injustice, because when people find out that they are not perfect, they immediately start to cover up, so that they will not lose the love they have. They deny that they have done anything wrong so that they will not lose their spouse’s, their parents’, their children’s, and especially G‑d’s love. G‑d, though, loves us even if we are not perfect and His love is infinite.

Chanukah teaches us why we Jews have been singled out for persecution. Many times the nations of the world do not like the message which Judaism teaches. They do not like to hear the message that we all are not perfect, that there is no perfect society or people, that we all must constantly try to improve. People hate to hear that message. They like to believe that they are perfect, so that they can feel that, one, they deserve the love of others and the love of G‑d, and two, so that they do not have to make the arduous efforts needed to improve, and, three, so that they can persecute and harm others who tell them they are not perfect, with a clear conscience.
The symbol of Chanukah is the lit candle. We light a candle five times in Judaism. The first time we light a candle is Erev Pesach, when we search for chometz. Searching for chometz signifies not only a physical search, but also a spiritual search, as well. We are constantly to look for the truth. We are constantly to recognize the truth that we are not perfect, the truth that destroying other people will not make us more perfect. The second time we light a candle in Judaism is on Shabbos. Shabbos teaches us that we deserve to be loved (by others and by G‑d) just because we exist, not because we produce. Even if we produce nothing, we still deserve to be loved, and on Shabbos we do not produce anything. The third time we light a candle is at Havdallah. Havdallah is a multi-wicked candle. This teaches us that light and love are infinite. From one candle you can light thousands of candles and the original light is not diminished. So it is with love. Love is not finite. G‑d can love us all. Just because He loves one person or people, does not mean He cannot love other people or persons.

The fourth time we light a candle is when someone dies. This teaches us that everyone has a role to play, that everyone is missed, that whether we have large talents or small talents, great compassionate souls or small souls, we are still needed and are still loved. Finally, we light a candle at Chanukah to teach us all that we should never put down others because they seem to exude goodness or because their life styles cast doubt on our state of perfection. The Greeks could not stand us Jews because we questioned their ideals. We said beauty without goodness is nothing. We said that Greek society was not perfect.

The story of Joseph and his brothers and Chanukah teach us that G‑d’s love is infinite and that we do not have to be perfect to deserve it. We should always remember this so that we will always want to nurture the sweet, gentle neshomas among us, and not try to destroy them. We need the Josephs of the world, and even though we know that they are not totally perfect, we should never try to destroy them or bring them down to our level just because we are afraid that if we do not destroy them, we will not be deserving of G‑d’s love. G‑d loves us all in spite of our faults, the good ones, the mediocre ones and even the bad ones.

MIKETZ
How To Be At Rest and In Motion At the Same Time

In the Torah portion Miketz we learn how Joseph is made the viceroy of Eqypt, how he successfully interprets the dream of Pharaoh. Pharaoh then appoints him to be the second in command in Egypt and changes his name to Tsofnas Panae‑och. The rabbis have always arranged it so that we read the Torah portion Miketz on Chanukah. The rabbis ask, what does this name, Tsofnas Panae‑och, mean? The usual explanation is that it means “the hidden things he reveals,” which means that Joseph had an uncanny ability to see what was true and real in every given situation. Of course, we know that the unseen things in life are the most important things: love, dedication, devotion, compassion, friendship, etc. Even the negative things that we have to combat are things we cannot see. We only see their results: arrogance, brutality, cruelty, etc. Joseph was a master of revealing the hidden things.

Of course, we also learn from this that it is the hidden things that are most important of all. It is not outward things, but the substance in any given situation which is important. The outward form may be completely false and misleading. Others, though, the Rogacher Rav especially, explains that his name, Tsofnas Panae‑och, does not mean “the hidden things he reveals,” but it means that Joseph knew the secrets of Panae‑och. He explains that Panae‑och is a word which means “to be at rest and at motion at the same time.” The word can also mean “to be at rest,” from the word “Noach,” and it can also mean “to be in dynamic motion.” How is this possible? How is it possible that something can be at rest and also in dynamic motion at the same time?

Perhaps the answer to this question can be found later on when Joseph’s brothers come to Egypt because of the terrible famine. They come to buy grain. Joseph sees his brothers and he recognizes them, but he becomes strange to them. He speaks with them harshly, and he says to them, “Where did you come from?” They said, “From the land of Canaan to buy food.” Joseph recognized his brothers, but they did not recognize him. And it says, “And Joseph remembered the dreams which he dreamt for them.” When Joseph saw his brothers, he immediately recognized them, but the brothers did not recognize Joseph. The rabbis ask, why was it that the brothers did not recognize Joseph? Some explain that it was because Joseph, when they sold him, was only 17 years old, and he had not grown a full beard. Now he had grown a full beard and looked different as a 39‑year-old adult. He did not look the same as a teenager. But, of course, we know from Egyptian history that Egyptians abhorred hair. They were all “Yul Brynner” types. They shaved all their hair off and only put on fake beards and fake wigs. The second explanation that the rabbis give is that this is the last possible place that the brothers would ever think of to find Joseph. After all, they sold him into slavery. They probably thought he was dead. Slaves did not last very long in Egypt. It would never occur to them to think that the viceroy who was before them could be their brother Joseph.

There is another explanation, though, which to my mind also answers the question that we had about Tsofnas Panae‑och, about Joseph’s name, and that is that Joseph recognized his brothers. He saw that these were still his brothers. They looked the same. They acted the same. They talked in the same language, but the brothers did not recognize Joseph because they could not ever conceive that a Jew could look like Joseph looked. They could not conceive that a Jew could speak Egyptian the way Joseph could. That was, of course, why Joseph remembered the dreams which he dreamt. What was Joseph’s dream? Joseph’s dream was that the brothers had to change. He dreamt of. the stars and of the sheaves. The stars meant that the Jewish dreams were going to be the same, that our values were going to be the same, but that we had to change. The brothers were shepherds. Times were changing, and they were going to have to become farmers. Joseph knew, according to the tradition of the family, that they were going to have to leave Canaan and go into a land of slavery, a land of oppression, for a while. Times were changing, and the brothers were mad at him, not just because he had these dreams, and not just because their father gave him a coat of many colors, but they were mad at him because he was telling them that they were going to have to change, and they did not want to change. They wanted to be shepherds as their gather and grandfathers before. They saw no sense in changing. Joseph was destroying the family unit. Joseph was introducing foolish innovations into the fabric of their life. They could never believe that they would have to change. It was Joseph, though, who stayed the Tzadik. It was Joseph who, because he knew how to acculturate, was the one who did not sacrifice true Jewish values. Why is Joseph know as Joseph HaTzadik? Because even in Egyptian culture, which was full of lewdness, he did not succumb to the wiles of Potifar’s wife. It was Joseph who still had G‑d on his lips, who still sanctified the name of G‑d in Egyptian culture. He looked like an Egyptian and seemed to act like an Egyptian, yet he was still committed to Torah and to mitzvahs. The brothers refused to change at all, and these brothers who outwardly looked like they were Jews — it was they who engaged in shady business deals. It was they who frequented prostitutes. It was they who did all sorts of things which were against the religion. They looked like they were Jews, but the were not acting like Jews.

There is a very famous expression in Yiddish which says, “I would rather have the Jew without the beard than the beard without the Jew.” Sometimes we have to change form. We are not changing values. We change form in order that we can adapt to new times and new cultures. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who in the past could not change. They thought that a Jew was someone who spoke Yiddish, who had a certain dress — that is a Jew. In fact, in America to this day, most people conceive of their Judaism in ethnic terms, and not in religious terms. To them, Judaism is not a religion — it is an ethnic group — and they “Kfell” when they see a Yiddish word on TV or they hear how someone made it big, even if they made it big in a despicable occupation, like gambler or smut peddler, and some of them take pride in the fact that we Jews had gangsters here in America, too. What a perversion of Judaism!

We Jews are Jews because we observe mitzvahs, especially the mitzvahs between man and man. Joseph was called Tsofnas Panae‑och. He knew the secrets of Panae‑och because he was still dynamic. He could adapt to Egyptian culture and make positive contributions to the Egyptian culture. but, at the same time, he was resting, resting on his Judaism. That, of course, was the story of the Maccabees as well, which is, of course, the story of Chanukah. The Maccabees fought the Hellenists. The Hellenists were those who wanted to throw off all of Judaism. They wanted to adapt and be completely like Greeks, but there were others too, who did not want to make any changes whatsoever. They didn’t even want to fight on Shabbos to save Judaism. The Jews should remain passive. They should not do anything. It was the Maccabees who came forward and said that we have to maintain the values of Judaism, but we can use the Greek science and technology, etc.

This, of course, is the essence of what we modern Orthodox actually believe. We believe, like Joseph, that the only way you are going to preserve Judaism is to maintain Halacha, but that we should also take advantage and benefit from modern culture and modern things, too. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who adopt either extreme. Either they want to totally assimilate, or totally insulate themselves. The rabbis say that at one time Joseph was thinking of totally assimilating, but he remembered the dreams which he dreamt. His dream was that you could look at the stars and still tie the sheaves. On the other hand, there are Jews who do not want to adapt at all to the modern world. These Jews many times pervert Judaism, too, in order to maintain their separate ways. So what we need is Tsofnas Panae‑och, one who knows the secrets of Panae‑och.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who just went to a psychiatrist. His friend came to him and said, “Well, is the psychiatrist doing you any good?” The man said, “Wonderful. He is doing me a lot of good. Why, three weeks ago, before I went to the psychiatrist, I was afraid to answer the phone every time it rang. And now I answer the phone whether it rings or not.” Unfortunately, that is the story of many Jewish people today. Some of them are afraid ever to answer the phone of modern times, and others want to adopt everything in it, the bad things and the good things, whether it rings true to our faith or not. Let us all hope and pray that we will remember the lessons of Joseph, who taught us that Judaism can exist in every culture, in every time. It does not need a Yiddish word to keep Judaism alive. The Rambam never spoke Yiddish. It does not need gefilte fish to keep Judaism alive. What it needs is a commitment to Torah and mitzvahs. Let us all hope that we will make this commitment.

VAYIGASH
Tension, Dissonance, Resolution and Hope

Tension is one of the major problems of our modern age. We just do not seem to know how to resolve our tensions. This theme of unresolved tension is, stressed repeatedly throughout the works of art of this century. It permeates all modern literature, music, painting, and sculpture. It is not true that in former centuries there was no tension. There was always a great deal of tension in every period of history, but somehow the people in previous periods were able to resolve their tensions. Human beings crave harmony. We need to resolve our tensions, or at least have a vision of how our tensions can in the future be resolved. It is true that we human beings also cannot stand it if everything is completely at rest. If everything is completely at rest, then there can be no life. Life actually starts with the posing of questions. Creativity cannot exist unless there are problems. A great leader, scientist, or artist is great because he is able to express a problem which everybody feels, but which only he can completely express, and which only we can solve. Their solutions lead us to feel a type of harmony which, although it may be fragile and will inevitably lead to other problems, is very satisfactory to our mind and emotions and which relieves our immediate tensions.

All problems are really stated conflicts, dissonances. These dissonances or conflicts not only jar our ear or eye, but especially our soul. We have to be shown somehow how these conflicts or dissonances can be resolved into a larger harmony or whole. It is not true that it is our age that invented dissonant music, especially dissonant classical music. All music starts out with dissonant notes, but until recently these notes. were always resolved into harmonies. The so‑called happy endings of the literature of the past centuries were the resolution of conflicting dissonances in the lives of the characters portrayed. These conflicts or dissonances were resolved into satisfying solutions; the girl got the man, the king got-back his kingdom, etc. Everyone knew that other problems would arise, but the solution offered alleviated our immediate tensions. When the beautiful woman and handsome man overcome the great many obstacles which stand in the way of their marriage, we are relieved. Love has triumphed and they live happily ever after. We all know that they do not live happily ever after. They will have most assuredly other problems to confront, but at least the problem of whether or not they are going to get married is solved. Tension has been relieved.

Unfortunately, in our modern day, most artists (writers, musicians, sculptors, painters) and even religious leaders just want to pose the conflict, the problem, the dissonance without solving it. This leaves us very dissatisfied. This does not conform to human nature. We human beings demand resolution of conflicts. We demand hope” even fleeting hope. Our nature demands that we be given some hope by our leaders, be they political, religious, or artistic, hope that somehow the many conflicts and dissonances in life will be resolved eventually into a harmonious whole. One of the reasons why many of the artists and religious leaders of today do not command the admiration of the masses the way they used to is because the vision of life they hold out to us all is a vision in which dissonances and conflicts can never be resolved. This view of life is contrary to human nature and, therefore, most people reject this bad news. People are not afraid of conflicts or dissonances, even great conflicts and dissonances, as long as they can feel that they have some hope that eventually these dissonances and conflicts will be resolved.

This has always been the strength of traditional religion. It gives people hope. People were not basically religious because they were afraid. They also were basically not religious because they wanted miracles. They were basically religious because religion gave them hope. It allowed them to bear the terrible conflicts, dissonances, and heavy burdens they had to bear in life. Religion made them feel that all the suffering they had to endure was worthwhile because of the great days ahead their suffering was making possible. Great music of the past also had the same message. We were, and are, willing to bear Mozart’s, Mendelssohn’s, Bach’s, and especially Beethoven’s dissonances because of the great harmony we anticipate that these dissonances will make possible. Literature and art of the past also had this same message. Hope, of course, is the very basis of the Jewish religion.

In the Torah portion Vayigash, we learn about the resolution of dissonance, the resolution of conflict. We learn how the brothers are reconciled with Joseph. We learn how Joseph tells them, “Do not be aggrieved or angry with yourselves because you sold me here because G‑d sent me before you to preserve life.” In effect, Joseph said, “Yes, you may have acted badly and, yes, G‑d could have probably devised another scheme to save us from the famine, but the conflict between you and I was resolved by the saving of all of us. Our conflict ended up by serving a worthy purpose.” Joseph said, “And G‑d sent me before you to give you a remnant on the earth and to save you alive for a greater deliverance.” My suffering, Joseph was telling them, served some purpose. This is an essential message which people have to hear — that their suffering serves some purpose. The tensions of life can be resolved by putting them in a larger context. People must have hope that the conflicts and dissonances of life eventually will lead to a better life for their families, for their people, and ultimately, for the world. In order to believe this, though, we have to believe that we are a part of a greater whole. This is uniquely a religious position.

Unfortunately, in our modern day, religious education has been slighted and only secular education has been concentrated on. Secular education, by its very nature, concentrates on the individual. It is not concerned with showing us how we are part of a greater whole. It tries to solve the dissonances of life by concentrating on the individual and his responses to every situation. It tries to teach each of us something about ourselves. It brings out the best in each of us. It demonstrates to us our powers, whether they be in art, music, sports, literature, management, etc., but it does not teach us how to be part of a greater whole. That is the purpose of religious education. Religious education connects us to others and to G‑d. Secular education concentrates on the individual and how he can develop his talents. Religious education shows us how we can connect to others and to G‑d. It allows us to bear the problems, the conflicts, the dissonances of life, by showing us how we are part of something greater than ourselves.

The brothers could not become reconciled to Joseph until they realized this, until they realized how much they needed each other, how much they needed to help each other and to be with each other, in spite of their differences. Judah knew the special place that Benjamin held in his father’s affections, yet he stepped forward and risked his life to save him. He was willing to face the wrath of the Egyptian viceroy because he knew that he could not let his father and his brothers down. He acted the very opposite of the way he acted when Joseph came to visit him and the rest of his brothers in Dothon. Then he was the ring leader in selling Joseph. Then he only thought of himself and his own feelings. He could not see how his actions would affect his father and even the other brothers.

Tension in Judaism is relieved when we realize that we are part of something greater than ourselves, when we realize that we owe loyalty not just to our talents and to ourselves, but to our family and to our people and to G‑d. Once Judah and the other brothers learned this lesson, reconciliation was possible. In spite of the tensions, in spite of the conflicts, in spite of the dissonances, the main message of Judaism has always been that reconciliation is possible. There are solutions to the terrible problems of life. It is not enough just to express problems and dissonances clearly. We have to actively search for solutions to our problems, harmonies for our dissonances. Judaism has always believed that there are solutions. Our religion has always been a religion of hope.

The modern world needs this hope. With hope, everything is possible; without hope, nothing is possible. The dissonance of modern art, music and literature is a product of hopelessness and can only lead to suicide. That is why so many of the great artistic figures of our century committed suicide. They had no faith that the dissonances they felt, and which they could express so well, could ever be resolved. Judaism proclaims that there is hope. These dissonances can be resolved. All the dissonances that we see today will be resolved into a much greater harmony. Hang on. It is going to be all right. “Yeeyeh Tov.” It will be good. This is probably the main reason why so many young people are returning to Judaism. They do not just want problems stated clearly. They want solutions. They want to believe that solutions are possible. People need hope. We do not need unresolved dissonances. We need our tensions to be relieved. Judaism says they can be. There is hope. Yeeyeh Toy. It will be good.

VAYECHI

Creativity, Judaism and Anti-Semitism

Why is it that so often it happens that young scientists make astounding breakthroughs? Einstein made his greatest discoveries when he was a very young man. any of the greatest musicians and artists and scholars in all fields make a name for themselves while they are still very young. At first glance, it would seem that a person would need a great deal of knowledge before he or she could make these astounding breakthroughs, that a person would have to read everything in his field and absorb all the music and art that went before him before he could make astounding breakthroughs, but this does not appear to be the case. In fact, many of these great scientists, artists, and musicians, after they grow older, stop being as productive. Many times their later works do not match at all their earlier ones. Why should this be so?

What’s more, why is it that there is no clear-cut formula in order to arrive at creativity? Many very creative people have told me that sometimes their best ideas come, not when they are sitting with a pencil behind their desks, but when they are driving a car or going on a picnic or even taking a shower. It is true that you cannot be creative in any field unless you have studied it. After all, Einstein studied physics. Mozart studied music. The greats in all fields studied their fields before they could make a contribution. However, most of them did not have the encyclopedic knowledge of their field which many of their older fellow scientists or artists had, yet they were able to make creative breakthroughs, while those that had the encyclopedic knowledge could not.

The Talmud refers to some people as “donkeys laden with books.” They have much knowledge, but they do not have insight. They cannot see patterns in their knowledge. They cannot apply their knowledge to real life situations. There is a new science that is just developing named “chaos,” which speaks about some of these things. It speaks about the fact that often patterns are revealed in part of a field of knowledge which are applicable to the whole of that field of knowledge, that sometimes in order to see the forest, all you have to do is examine a few of the trees, and the pattern of the forest is revealed. This is similar to polling. You can take a representative sample and see the whole picture. An example they use is the lungs, which are an intricate combination of big and little tubes, but they have shown that self-similarity applies in the lungs, and after you examine one small section, it reveals the whole of the lungs. Many times fresh minds see patterns that older minds do not see, because the details get in their way. This is similar to the Yiddish saying, “A stranger who comes from a mile can see a mile.” In other words, a stranger can sometimes see the intricacies of a situation while a person who is intricately involved cannot see the forest because of the trees.

The theory of chaos also supports the Jewish view that says that there are many routes to accomplish the same thing, that although things look chaotic on the surface, they surprisingly all come back to the same point. G‑d can allow man to follow his own whims and desires, but man’s history always comes back to the same point, the point where G‑d wants it to be. The only difference is that if man takes a foolish route, he will suffer. The world is not rigidly deterministic, as Newton would have us to believe. There is a lot of room for free will, while, at the same time, we cannot thwart G‑d’s purposes. The weather is a prime example of chaotic behavior. It is impossible to predict it exactly. However, we all know that it will be warm in the summer and cold in the winter. The seasons come around, even though individual days in the year are not 100% predictable.

In the story of Joseph and his brothers, we find these ideas reiterated over and over again. Joseph, the young man, could see what nobody else could see, even those who were wiser and older than he. He knew that times were changing, and that the brothers would have to change their ways. He dreamt of the stars and of sheaves. His family had been, and were, shepherds. To them, the stars and sheaves were not important, but to a farmer who must plant based upon the stars and the sun and the moon, and who must harvest sheaves, these things are very important. Joseph could see what his brothers could not see, and, because of that, he was hated. He was telling them things they did not want to hear. They preferred the status quo. Joseph then went to Egypt, and again saw things that nobody could see, not because he was better educated, but because he had a G‑d-given gift to see patterns and designs where others could only see details. He could interpret the dreams of Pharaoh, and before that, the dreams of the butler and of the baker. But here again Joseph was set apart. We never read how Joseph was loved by the people. He was respected and given titles by Pharaoh, but we do not read how he was loved by the people. The people wanted to stick to the status quo.

Later in the Torah portion Vayechi, after Jacob dies, the brothers come to Joseph and tell him that their father had commanded them before he died to say, “Please forgive the sin of your brothers for what they did unto you was evil.” Joseph wept and he told them, “Do not fear for am I in the place of G‑d? You intended evil against me but G‑d meant it for good in order to save the people.” In other words, Joseph said, “You intended to harm me by sending me as a slave to Egypt, but G‑d intended it for good. I will continue to support you and help you.” By this, Joseph was telling them that it was G‑d’s purpose that they all came to Egypt. “It is true that you did not know what G‑d’s purposes were. You intended to do evil, but G‑d can even use the evil that we do for good.” Eventually the seasons change, no matter what the heat of a particular day. G‑d can take the evil that we do and change it to fulfill His purposes. The only difference between our doing evil or our doing good, is that if we will do good, we will not suffer. “You are now suffering,” Joseph says. “Your guilt still consumes you, but I am not G‑d. I am not going to punish you.”

We Jews have throughout history been hated because many times we have seen things that other people could not see. We have been the Josephs of humanity. We are a very creative people. Over a third of the Nobel Prize winners have been Jewish. The number of Jews in the arts and sciences is way out of proportion to our numbers. The number of Jews who have creatively changed the world, who are in the forefront of all sorts of movements, is also way out of proportion to our numbers, but people do not like to have their established ways questioned. We have been hated because we question established ways.

The rabbis say the word for “Sinai” is the same word in Hebrew for hatred. Since Mount Sinai, which gave the Jewish people its creativity, we have been a hated people. Chanukah reiterates this story of hatred because we are different, because we bring another perspective, a perspective based on morality, to the world. We are called upon to be a light unto the world whether we like it or not. It is our job to keep lighting the lights of creativity in a world which many times prefers darkness, but eventually we know, as Joseph knew, that the world will accept these ideas, and become a better place because of them. Many lives will be saved because of them, and many lives will be enriched. It may be hard to be a Jew, but it is the only thing that we really can be, because we know, as Joseph knew, that we are enriching the world, helping the world fulfill its potential, and that this is an exciting thing. We are helping G‑d bring the world to where He wants it to be.

Unfortunately, in our day, as in the days of the Maccabees, there are some Jews who feel that Jews are hated, not because they are creative and see things that others do not want to see, but because we Jews are different. They fail to recognize that the moral principles which we were given at Mount Sinai are the key to our creativity and are something the world needs. Hitler singled us out especially for destruction because he said that we gave the world a conscience, and he did not want to have to abide by this conscience. Antiochus in his day felt the same way. He wanted to crush the Jewish religion so that we Jews would not question his system, that we Jews would accept his world view and not be a thorn in his side. Those Jews who blame antiquated Jewish customs or dress or foolish folk ways for stirring up the wrath of others, are completely misguided. What these Jews do is transfer their own frustration, anguish, and disappointment in the peoples around them, to their fellow Jews. This will not solve the problem of anti-Semitism, and these Jews eventually will stifle Jewish creativity and will stop the Jewish people from being both a creative and moral light to the world. Anti-Semitism is the problem of others, not a Jewish problem. Not all Jews are worthy of being a light unto the world, but we have become a symbol of this light. When others hate us, they do not hate us for what we do or do not do. They hate us because we are Jews. Judah Maccabee understood this. The Hellenists did not. It-behooves us all to stand proud and know who we are and what we are, so that we can still be that creative and moral light to the world that the world needs so badly, and that G‑d wants us to be. Let our Chanukah lights always burn bright.

SHMOS

The Signs of Freedom for Russian Jewry, Too

In the Torah portion Shmos, we learn about the slavery the Jewish people were subjected to in Egypt. The rabbis ask, why did the Jewish people have to go into this “Galut,” into this exile? Why did we have to endure this slavery? The answer they give is that this slavery taught the Jewish people how to be a compassionate people, how to be “Rachmoneen Ben Rachmoneem.” There is a very famous short story written by the Israeli author, Hazzaz, who claims that what is lacking in the peoples of the world is Galut, is exile. If the other peoples of the world would have had to experience exile, then they would have learned more about compassion. Everyone is born with the potential to be compassionate. That is why everyone is a “Marachaim,” but not everyone is a “Rachamon.” A Rachamon means a person who is compelled to be compassionate. His inner nature compels him to become compassionate. The Jewish religion has such an influence over those that are in it that an individual cannot help but be compassionate. Compassion is one of the very bases of the Jewish religion. Of course, those Jews who are estranged from their religion are not different from the people around them, but those people who are immersed in the Jewish religion cannoot help but be compassionate. That is, of course, what the experience of Egypt was meant to teach us.

That is why even today you will find Jews in the forefront of almost every “do‑good” organization, because we Jews feel the pain of the world, because we have been subjected to so much pain ourselves, and we want to alleviate the pain of the world. In this Torah portion, we learn how Moshe empathizes with his people. We learn how Moshe goes from the palace of Pharaoh to see his people, how he slays an Egyptian when the Egyptian is persecuting a Jew. Later he flees to Midian, and there he marries Jethro’s daughter and he leads a contented and happy life. But G‑d appears to him and tells him to go back to Egypt and redeem the people. And Moshe says, “The people will not believe me,” and G‑d says, “I will give you, Moshe, three signs, and when the people see these signs, then they will believe you.” What are these signs? The first one is that he should take his staff and throw it on the ground and it will become a snake. Then he will grab a hold of the tail of the snake and it will turn once again into a staff. The second sign is that he should take his hand and put it in his bosom and it will come out leprous, and then he will return his hand to his bosom and it will come out clean. The third sign is that he should take water from the Nile and turn it into blood. These are magician’s tricks, and Egypt was filled with magicians. Egypt had certain types of snakes that looked like staffs, that could become rigid like staffs, but when they were thrown on the ground, would begin writhing like snakes, because they actually were snakes from the very beginning. Egypt knew how to make special gloves to give a person the appearance of a leprous hand, and they knew how to change water into blood with a certain dye, etc. What was so great about these signs? Why would the Jewish people listen to these signs? Why did G‑d tell Moshe that if the Jewish people saw these signs, they would immediately want to shrug off their slavery and help him free them? How is that possible that these signs would have any effect on them?

These signs actually stood for something more than they what they appeared to be. They were not just magician’s tricks. What Moshe meant to tell the Jewish people by them was that the conditions which they had endured up to now were no longer powerful, and that the only choice they had now was to prepare for freedom, to press their freedom upon Pharaoh. We see in Eastern Europe today, how all these countries are throwing off communism because it is no longer powerful. Moshe was to convince the Jewish people that the assumptions that they had made up to now about Pharaoh’s power were no longer true, and that they could take matters into their own hands. There are several ways that we can deal with persecution. One way is to go along with it, to bide your time, hoping that eventually the persecutor will get tired, hoping that eventually he will see that his methods are false. In a certain sense, this is what has happened in Eastern Europe today. Those who had counseled, “Go along with the Russians, do not revolt,” have been proven correct. They always claimed that the Russians will eventually see that theirs is not an economically viable system, and, therefore, they will leave Eastern Europe and let it be free. After all, why was slavery ended throughout most of the world? Not because of high-minded moral impulses but because it was not economically feasible anymore. It was economically better to have hired workers and let them fend for themselves in their off hours than to have slaves. The economic cost was too high.

Why did colonial empires disappear throughout the world? Not because the Western nations did not have the military wherewithal to subdue the colonial peoples, but because it was no longer profitable. It cost more to subdue them than they could ever get out of them. It was much better to let them have their freedom and to buy their raw products rather than to try to subdue them. We see the same thing in Russia. Russia looted the Eastern European countries after the Second World War, but now they had become an economic drain on Russia, and Russia decided that it would be better that they be free and fend for themselves. She would not have to spend billions of dollars to prop them up, the same way that she is having to spend billions of dollars to prop up Cuba and other countires around the world. Russia saw that this was not helping her. The ancient world is not the modern world. In the ancient world, Rome maintained her empire because every year tribute came into Rome, but today, modern industrial economies do not run that way. Today, the more territory you conquer and hold, the more it costs you. The income never equals the expenses.

So Moshe was telling the Jewish people, “Up to now you thought that you had to go along and that by so doing, things would get better.” They did and said what many times an abused spouse will do and say, “It will get better. I just won’t say those things that will rile up my spouse. I’ll just tiptoe around all these subjects, and everything will be all right.” Most of the time it will not work, but sometimes it does work. If the person is not riled up, everything seems to be fine. Up to this time, the Jewish people were cautioned not to stir up things, be quiet, go along, things will be okay. In fact, in the Middle Ages, this was a view that was predominant in the Jewish community and it worked. It saved Jewish lives. Of course, it did not work with Hitler. Moshe was telling the people that this assumption was no longer viable. Pharaoh was getting meaner, not easier. The word for snake in Hebrew can also mean assumption.

The second assumption that the Jewish people made was that they were more or less accepted by the society in which they lived. Moshe said, “No, you have become a pariah.” Moshe put his hand in his bosom and it came out leprous. By this sign, Moshe told them that they were no, longer a part of Egyptian society, that Egypt was going to put them out, even if it hurt Egypt itself. This is what Germany did in our century when it was willing to divest itself of all the brilliant Jewish scientists, even though they knew it would hurt Germany. Hitler said atomic physics was Jewish science. He claimed that certain developments in other fields of human endeavor were Jewish, and, therefore, were corrupt, and he expelled these scientists who then came to America. If he would have utilized their brains, and fortunately for us he did not, Germany could have won the war. Finally, Moshe told them and showed them that the Nile itself could turn into blood. The Egyptians were not only willing to forgo the Jewish people’s future contributions to Egypt, they were also willing to forgo their current contributions, even if this would hurt the Egyptian economy now. Just get rid of the Jews. In fact, we have the same situation in Russia today, where many people are yelling, “Smite the Jew and save Russia,” even though the Jew has done proportionately more than any other group to cause Russia to prosper as much as she has prospered. The Jewish contribution to Russia has been immense.

Russian Jews feel the ground burning from under them. They realize that the assumptions under which they operated are no longer right. There are all sorts of instability in Russia. When there was a Russian civil war 70 years ago, at least 100,000 Jews, and probably more, were killed. In the Second World War, millions were killed. When there is instability in Russia, then the Jews are hit from both sides. They realize that things are bad. There already have been pogroms in Russia. Jews have been attacked. National television has featured anti-Semitic organizations like Pamyat. The Jews know that they are considered like pariahs now, and Jews look different in Russia. You can spot a Jew by the way he looks, not like in America. Each ethnic group in Russia has a particular appearance, and everywhere in Russia you can pick out a Jew. The Jews know that they, are pariahs, and, what’s more, many of the groups do not care how thy hurt Russia. Just get rid of the Jews. The Jews are the scapegoats, and a million Jews are expected to come to Israel in the next year or two. Already 5,000 Jews a day are coming into the Israel legation in order to try to come to Israel.

Israel needs our help. Israel has to absorb these Jews. Israel herself, of course, has many problems because Israel’s economy is now in transition. The labor-oriented economy is no longer profitable. Koor, the greatest and biggest conglomerate in the Middle East, is now going broke. It is going to have to be sold. Israel itself has seen its social services deteriorate in the last 10 years because of the crushing military load. Israel, of course, faces other problems, like the Intifada, although the Intifada is not a serious problem really in Israel now. It is confined basically to Arab villages. What the Arabs have done now, by not working steady and by striking, is give to up their jobs to these new Russian immigrants. Israel needs these people. These people assure Israel’s future for the next 100 years. It will assure a Jewish majority in Israel. They assure that Israel will have the manpower necessary. to man a modern state. Israel has other types of problems that they have to solve. They have to solve their own governmental problems. There is a proposal for Israel to elect the prime minister directly from the people, etc. In spite of all its problems, the people in Israel are optimistic. They feel that they can solve these problems, but, of course, it is our responsibility to try to help them. The ground is burning under the feet of the Russian Jews and the Jews in Eastern Europe. Nationalism is coming to the fore, and we can no longer say we will play along with them and things will get better. Things will get much, much worse. The Jews are already looked on as a foreign element. Even in Hungary and Czechoslovakia and Romania, Jews have been subjected to attacks, in spite of the fact that these Jews are aiding the economies of these countries mightily. It is our responsibility to help get the Russian Jews out. We should all help. We should do as Moshe did. Moshe lived in freedom, but he was willing to help his brethren. He was willing to leave his comfortable abode in Midian and go down to Egypt and help his brethren come out. We do not have to leave our abode in America, but we should certainly send our resources to make sure that Russian Jewry gets out in time. The ground is burning under their feet. Let us make sure that only the ground burns, not their bodies, as happened during the Holocaust. Let’s make sure that Russian Jewry comes safely to Israel.

I am reminded of the story they tell about an old man in the old days in Russia who started to learn Hebrew. Of course, that was illegal in Russia, and a KGB man approached him and said, “What are you doing?” He replied, “Well, I am an old man and I may die soon and I may go to heaven and in heaven they speak Hebrew.” The KGB man looked at him and said, “Why are you so sure that you are going to go to heaven? Maybe you will go to hell.” The old man looked at him and said, “Well, if I go to hell I already know Russian.” Let us make sure that Russia does not turn into a hell for Soviet Jewry. Let us hope and pray that Gorbachev lasts long enough so that Russian Jews can come out, because if he does not and another type of dictator takes his place, Russian Jewry may be doomed. Let us do everything we can, as Moshe did, to redeem them and bring them out from this exile.

VAERA
Hard-heartedness, Pain and Compassion

In life many times we are forced to make hard-hearted decisions. Sometimes we must summon all our courage in order to do those things which will, at least temporarily, cause others great pain. For example, our baby could be sick, and in order to cure him, we may have to administer, or have administered, a treatment which we know will cause him great pain. What else can we do if he is to get well? We have to hold him down, endure his screams, and administer, or have administered, the treatment. When children get older, sometimes we have to sit silently by and watch them make mistakes, powerless to help. It does no good to give money to college age children who have gotten involved with drugs. They will just use it for more drugs and get in deeper. They have to want to change before parents can help. If they do not want to change, there is nothing parents can. do. But to sit by and watch children suffer until they are willing to change is very tough.

Life can force us to make many other hard-hearted decisions, too — for example, to put parents in nursing homes, children in institutions, or to tell good friends things they would rather not hear, and which will certainly not endear us to them, or to stand up for principles, even though we know we are going to be clobbered, etc. It is especially hard to bear the criticism and curses of people we are trying to help. They grow so impatient. This happens especially when we try to explain to those who are hurting that they have to fill out this form or go to this office. Every little delay increases their hurt, and they many times explode, but the community’s helping mechanisms take time, and they cannot understand why they should have to take time.

Many times also, it is hard to tell people that they have to adopt new ways because of their health or because the economy has changed, because new ways, new methods, are always harder at first to implement and are usually not as efficient. That’s one of the reasons why in most societies new methods are rarely employed, because there is so much frustration in making them work. It is true that they will eventually work better than the old methods, but the transition period is tough. In this country, we welcomed new methods, even though they were not as effective as the old ways, because until the end of the 19th century, there was a terrible labor shortage in America. There were not enough people to do all the jobs, so new methods were welcomed in order to get the jobs done, even though at the beginning they were not as efficient. To tell people they have to do things differently after they have done them a certain way for years is not easy.

G‑d has given each of us a certain amount of hard-heartedness so that we will be able to make these tough decisions in life. Unfortunately, there are many people who make a virtue of this hardheartedness, and turn it into cruelty and sadism. One of Judaism’s main purposes is to teach us how not to let the occasional times when we must be hard-hearted rule our lives. That’s why not everyone was allowed to kill animals for meat. This job was given only to a specially trained, pious individual who would not let the killing of animals turn him into a hard-hearted person who would on other occasions have no trouble at all killing human beings. One of the reasons why I believe in America today we abhor war so much more than in previous generations, is because the average person today no longer kills his own meat.

It must have done something to the soul of a person who would, after raising an animal from infancy, then turn around and slaughter it and eat it. It must have made life, all life, much cheaper in his eyes. In the Jewish tradition, we know that sometimes you have to be hard-hearted for the good of your family, but we do not make a virtue out of it.

The current problems in Israel wrack a Jewish soul. To see soldiers shooting tear gas, rubber bullets, plastic bullets, or real bullets at stone-throwing and Molotov cocktail‑throwing youngsters hurts. It hurts but we know we have no choice. The Holocaust taught us that the world can turn on us, even the best-educated nations among them, quickly and without mercy. We need a place to flee to if need be, one place where we can organize and defend ourselves. We must do these things just to survive. There is no doubt in anybody’s mind that if the PLO or their allies would ever prevail, they would wipe us out totally. That does not mean, though, that we can turn a blind eye to Arab suffering. A solution has to be continually searched for, but we have to endure, not commit suicide, until that solution is found.

In the Torah portion Vaera we learn about these things. We learn about the difference between a Moshe and a Pharaoh. We learn how the Torah says that G‑d hardened the heart of Pharaoh. According to Jewish tradition, this did not mean that G‑d took away Pharaoh’s free will. This meant that G‑d gave Pharaoh the strength to overlook the suffering he saw all around him, in order to pursue his evil course. This suffering, per se, would not convince him to change. He still had the capacity to override this suffering because of the attribute of hard-heartedness which G‑d gave him, but Pharaoh did not even wince. To him this suffering made no difference. He was determined to have his way. Hard-heartedness had become a virtue. Even when his own advisors told him that because of the Egyptian people’s suffering he should let the Jews go. he would not.

Just as when a person contracts a serious illness, he contracts not only the illness itself, but also a second disease, panic, so too, when we exercise this G‑d-given quality of hard-heartedness to override disease, it can create a second disease, viciousness and cruelty. Many times the illness of panic is worse than the original illness. In the 19th century we read how many people died of consumption. After 1900 we no longer read about anyone dying from consumption. The reason is that the doctors changed the name of consumption to tuberculosis. If you would have told a person in 1900 that he had consumption, he would have died from fright, from panic. If you would have told him that he had tuberculosis, he would have said, “Good, as long as I do not have consumption,” and he would have resisted the illness, and many times have overcome it. When we act in a hard-hearted fashion, we must be very careful not to contract the second disease, not become cruel and indifferent to the suffering of others. Hard‑heartedness demands that we override our sense of compassion, but it should not cause us to becomme cruel. Safeguards are very necessary when we choose to utilize our G‑d-‑given capacity for hard-heartedness.

Moshe, unlike Pharaoh, wrestled continuously with the suffering he was bringing on his own people. At the end of the Torah portion Shmos we learn how, because of Moshe’s mission, the Jewish people were denied straw, yet they were forced to maintain their same quota of bricks. The people, in their desperation and anguish, accosted Moshe and Aaron and said, “May G‑d judge you because you made us stink in the eyes of Pharaoh and his servants to put a sword in their hands to kill us.” Moshe turned to G‑d and said, “Why did You do evil to this people? Why did You send me, for since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, he has dealt badly with this people.” Moshe had a very hard time dealing with the suffering he had brought upon his people. He knew that this suffering was only a prelude to their salvation, but it hurt him. He knew that just as bitter medicine is the prelude to the cure of a sick child, so this evil decree was only a prelude to their ultimate redemption, but it hurt him. The mark of a good man is not that he is never hard-hearted, but that when he is hard-hearted, it hurts him.

This explains, too, why Moshe needed Aaron and Aaron needed Moshe, because in order to make these hard-hearted decisions, you cannot do it alone. You need the advice and support of others because otherwise this hard-heartedness can turn you into a Pharaoh. You will become hard-hearted just for the fun of it. Hard-hearted decisions should be checked with others to make sure that you are not making them because you have become cruel and sadistic, but that you really are making them because they will ultimately benefit your children, your spouse, your people, your community, that the pain that you are making others go through is really for their betterment, and not just to puff up your ego, or to demonstrate your power. Moshe was an intellectual, and the truth of the matter is that intellectuals are sometimes the cruelest people of all because they look at their theories and not at how their theories are affecting people. Aaron, on the other hand, was a people-oriented person who did not care so much for theories. He was interested in people, in how these theories affected them. He would make sure that Moshe saw the people, as well as the theories.

That’s why G‑d, in replying to Moshe’s complaint of why he had been sent, said to Moshe, “I am Adoshem.” He used that name for G‑d which signifies G‑d’s attribute of loving kindness. He said, “I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as G‑d Almighty, as a nurturing G‑d, but My name Adoshem I did not make known to them.” In other words, they endured privations without seeing the ultimate redemption. “You, Moshe, have caused the people privations, but you will see their redemption. It is true that you had to be hardhearted and will have to be hard-hearted for a little time more, but your hard-heartedness is for their benefit, and will ultimately bring their redemption.” The G‑d commanded them “to the sons of Israel,” which meant that Moshe and Aaron should be understanding of the people and their complaints and endure the bitter criticism because the people were suffering, even though this suffering was going to lead to their redemption.

If we must be hard-hearted, we must still sympathize with those who are enduring pain, even though this suffering is for their benefit. Judaism teaches us all that sometimes we have to be hardhearted. Sometimes we have to prescribe difficult treatment for sick people. Sometimes we have to put people in nursing homes and institutions. Sometimes we have to inflict pain. Sometimes we have to stand silently by and watch things deteriorate until people want to change. Sometimes we have to say things that are true, even though it hurts, and sometimes we have to take unpopular stands so that people will not be misled. But we must always remember to do this with love and never to do it without consultation to make sure that our motives are pure. We should never let that attribute of hardheartedness which G‑d gave us to conquer sickness, greed, complacency, evil, etc., turn us into cruel tyrants as it did to Pharaoh. Let the pain of these hard-hearted decisions always be felt by each of us so that we will always maintain our souls and always remain compassionate, caring human beings.

BO

Modernity, Peace and Models

In the Torah portion Bo, we learn about the last three plagues that afflicted the Egyptians before the Jewish people were given their freedom, before they were thrust out of Egypt. We learn about the plague of locusts, the plague of darkness, and the plague of the firstborn. It is interesting to note that in this Torah portion, it says, “And G‑d gave the people favor in the eyes of the Egyptians, and also the man, Moshe, was considered a very great man in Egypt and in the eyes of the servants of Pharaoh and in the eyes of the people.” In. other words, the Jewish people were looked on favorably by the people of Egypt. This seems hard to understand. After all, the plagues were brought upon Egypt because of Israel, and we might think that the Egyptians would harbor great hatred for the Jewish people. The plagues caused terrible calamities to befall Egypt, but the Torah says that the people of Egypt looked on the Jewish people with favor, that they did not look at them with hatred or enmity.

Perhaps we can understand this if we examine the ninth plague, how the Torah says that the Egyptians were “afflicted with darkness and no man saw his brother and no man got up from his place for three days, but to all the children of Israel there was light in their habitations.” The rabbis explain that this means there was not only light where the Jewish people lived, but also when a Jewish person would enter into an Egyptian dwelling, he would have light, even though the Egyptians did not have light. What happened, of course, was that this was a period of great transition. The Egyptians had built their whole society based upon slavery. They thought that slavery was absolutely necessary in order to build a society. They were not alone in this belief. After all, Plato and Aristotle wrote the same thing. They believed that slavery was actually essential in order to preserve civilization. The Egyptians were now going through a period of transition. It was a period of chaos, of uncertainty, of confusion, of darkness. They were being taken from one era into another. They were confused, and when societies and nations change from one era to another, they are enmeshed in darkness. One brother does not see the other. In fact, many times there is violence, violence against brothers. This happened in the United States just 130 years ago during the Civil War, when one brother did not see the other, when there were actually many instances when brothers killed each other in battle, one on the side of the North and one on the side of the South. The Civil War was fought not just over slavery. The Civil War was fought over the changes in society. The new science and technology and economics made the old system irrelevant, and the old system had to change. It is interesting to note that General Lee, who was the chief general on the Southern side, had no slaves, while General Grant did have slaves. One million people lost their lives in America, counting the losses of the North and South, including disease. The Civil War was a terrible experience.

It is also hard to understand why people admire Western civilization so much. Western civilization in the last hundred years has promulgated the worst wars that humanity has ever known. The reason, of course, is because Western civilization had to go through a transition. It had to enter into the modern world. We all know the famous metaphor that when a baby is born, there is also blood, and unfortunately, there is death. In our day and age we have been able through the advances of science to protect the mothers, so that almost no mother dies now in childbirth. In the old days 15%, sometimes 20%, of the women died in childbirth. It was a very scary experience. We are entering into a modern era, too. This modern era has already caused many wrenching experiences. It was not exactly clear how we should employ the new science, technology and economics in order to structure a society in which we would still be able to preserve the traditional values, but take advantage of the new technological advances. It was not clear at all what model we should use. It was not clear actually until after the Second World War that democracy was the best model. In fact, it can only be said today that democracy has won. Only now has Russia admitted that democracy is the best model to cope with the problems of the modern world.

When a society goes through the wrenching experience of change, it many times needs scapegoats, and that is what we Jewish people were to the West, and that is exactly what we are now to the Moslem world. The Moslem world is going through this wrenching experience. They are trying to enter the modern world. They are trying to take advantage of the advances in science and technology and economics, while still preserving their traditional values. They are having a hard time, and they do not want to face their problems. They would rather look for a scapegoat, and that scapegoat is Israel. “It is all Israel’s fault that we are having problems,” they say. But we know that it is not Israel’s fault. It is the problem of facing change which is causing such confusion to them today, and when people do not want to face the problem of change, they look for scapegoats. We have seen this even in the United States. We have seen how hatred flares up when changes come. When change came to the South just 30 years ago, there were great outbursts of hatred here, too.

The problem of change is a hard one. In the Egyptian society they were surrounded by darkness. They did not know which way to turn, and therefore, no man saw his brother and no man could rise up out of his place. The Jewish people had light, and still to this day we Jewish people have models that the world can look up to and learn from. We have always run our institutions democratically. Our synagogues were always democratic. Rabbis have always had to be elected, much to the chagrin of many rabbis. We have always had divisions of power between the president of the congregation and the ba’albatim, and the rabbi. Israel today is a democratic state. The problems that occur in Israel cannot be solved overnight because these problems are not just the local problems of what to do with this Arab or what to do with this type of territory, etc. The problem is, what model does the Moslem world want to use in order to come into the modern world? What model will the Arab nations adopt in order to come into the modern world? So far there are many struggles in the Middle East, mostly over which model to use. The struggles have not been over Israel. The war between Iraq and Iran had nothing to do with Israel. The war between Algeria and Morocco had nothing to do with Israel. The war between Libya and Egypt had nothing to do with Israel. The 20,000, and some say even 50,000, people killed by Assad in Syria in order to put down a Moslem brotherhood revolt had nothing to do with Israel. Forces of change have been unleashed in the Moslem world which have to be reckoned with. The Moslem world, at least the Arab Moslem world, has to learn how to reconcile the modern world with their traditional values before peace can come to the Middle East.

This is not an easy task. The Egyptian society suffered for 200 years. According to certain historians, after Israel left, the Hicksos came in and the Egyptian society was not the same for almost 200 years. Other historians say that it had nothing to do with the Hicksos, but Egypt suffered a decline for other reasons, which lasted for almost 400 years. In times of change, there are great wrenching experiences, paroxysms in the society which leave their mark. It is interesting to note that G‑d made the Jewish people find favor in the eyes of the Egyptians so that the Egyptians would realize that we Jews still had a message to enlighten the world. In the West today too, even though the Western world was responsible for the Holocaust, which not only killed Jews, but blamed us for all the world’s problems, yet the nations of the West today recognize the important contributions that the Jewish mind has made to the world. After all, we Jews have contributed on so many different levels to the scientific and artistic advancement of the world. Hitler, when he came to power, railed against Jewish science. He was against Einstein’s physics, “Jewish physics” he called it, and he opposed any literature, music, or art written or composed by Jews. How foolish he was! He failed to grasp the importance of atomic energy, thank G‑d, because he rejected Jewish science. The world today knows and appreciates that we Jews can make positive contributions to the world. They know that because of the world’s problems there is still much darkness in the world and that we Jews can help shed light in the world by helping solve these problems. The peoples of the world know that Jews bring good things to the world.

Eventually there will be peace in the Middle East. Eventually the Arabs will recognize that Israel has been and will be even more a positive beneficial force to them, just as the ancient Egyptians recognized the the Israelites had been and were a positive beneficial force to them. The Arabs do not know yet what type of society they want to create. It took Western Europe, until the end of the Second World War to figure out what type of model they should use. After all, Western Europe was racked by dictatorships until then, and Eastern Europe is just now deciding. The Arab world has to first decide on the model that they want before they can enter the modern world. They have to know what their dreams will be. Unless they figure out what their dreams are, peace cannot come to the Middle East, at least not permanent peace.

I am reminded of the story of a woman who woke up one morning and she motioned to her husband and said, “Honey, I had a dream last night. I dreamed that you gave me a diamond necklace. What does that dream mean?” He replied, “Wait until tonight, Honey.” Sure enough, that night he came home and he gave her a present. She quickly opened the package and there was a book entitled “The Meaning of Dreams.” The Arabs first have to know what their dreams mean, what model of society they want to put into effect before there can be peace in the Middle East. The Arabs cannot use Israel as a scapegoat. It will not work. What the Arabs have to do is determine what type of a model they want to run their countries, what their dreams really are, before they can begin to reconcile their traditional values with modern science, modern technology, and economics. When they do that, rest assured, there will be peace in the Middle East. And they will look on Jews favorably. Soon may even the Arabs consider us a beneficial and positive force in the world.

B’SHALACH
Freedom’s Bitter Side

In the Torah portion B’Shalach, we learn about the song the Jewish people sang after the Egyptian army was destroyed, when the waters of the Red Sea came cascading down upon them. Immediately afterwards we learn that the Jewish people went for three days without water, and they came to Moro. “Moro” in Hebrew means “bitter.” They were not able to drink the waters because they were bitter. “And the people complained against Moshe saying, ‘What shall we drink?” and Moshe cried to G‑d, and G‑d showed him a tree and he threw it into the waters, and the waters became sweetened there, and G‑d gave for them a law and a judgment and there He tested them, and He said, ‘If ye will follow My voice and do what is upright in My eyes and you will listen to My commandments, then all the diseases I placed upon Egypt I will not place upon you because I am G‑d Who cures you.’” This is a very strange portion. The reason it is strange is because if the Jewish people were lacking water, and Moshe was instructed to throw a tree into the water to sweeten it, what does this have to do with laws and judgment? And also, why does G‑d say if you will listen to My voice that “all the diseases that I brought upon Egypt I will not bring upon you”? What does this have to do with them not having potable water?

It seems to me that this Torah portion is talking about something else. You know, life is very difficult. Sometimes we are called upon to make very bitter choices. For example, sometimes an employer has to fire people who are incompetent, a very unpleasant task. Sometimes teachers have to fail students. Sometimes parents even have to turn their backs on their children, in order that they can grow. A mother came to me the other day, very distraught. She had just turned her son into the police. She had to. He was a thief and a robber, and unless she turned him in, he may have become a murderer, but it hurt her terribly to do that. There was a book which came out recently called “Tough Love,” which says sometimes the worst thing you can do for a child is to continue to support him and make excuses for him. I have sometimes advised parents to cut off their children completely from financial support. Only in this way will their child be able to assume responsibility and realize that acts have consequences. In life we cannot always be the good guy. Sometimes we have to be the bad guy, too. We all know that we have to discipline children sometimes, and it hurts terribly to discipline them. We do not allow them to go to certain parties. We confine them to their rooms, and sometimes we even have to spank them, and it hurts terribly to do these things. We know that unless we do them, our children will not grow up correctly.

Many times teenagers have come to me and said, “Rabbi, when I grow up I am not going to do what my parents do,” but when they do grow up they do exactly what their parents did, because parents are called upon to make a judgment. Sometimes you cannot trust your teenagers to go to a party. You are afraid that they will be subjected to peer pressure that they will not be able to withstand, and then they will get filled with alcohol or drugs. It is difficult sometimes to tell people “no,” and it is difficult sometimes to enforce discipline. I remember one of the first jobs I had was working for a man who did not like to do anything unpleasant. He had me fire workers because business was down and workers had to be laid off. It was my job to lay them off. If credit was cut off from companies, it was my responsibility to tell the companies that their credit was cut off. If papers were going to be served on somebody for nonpayment, it was my job to arrange that. Later on, I found out that I should have had a salary five or six times what he gave me, a very meager salary. Of course, I did not stay in that job long. I did not like it. Sometimes too, we have to fight back. I remember as a kid I hated to fight. My parents said you have to fight if they attack you. I said I did not want to fight. I was always big, so it really was not a problem of my winning. It was just that I hated to do it. I hated to hurt people, but I had to do it; otherwise I would be badly beaten.

In life sometimes we have to do very tough things, bitter things. When the Jewish people came out of Egypt, they were not the people who had disciplined others. The Egyptians had done that. Of course, the Egyptians had abused their power, and that is why they were punished. We, too, must make sure that anytime we act tough we do it with restraint. We know that parents have to discipline children, but it should not lead to child abuse. We know that the State has to incarcerate criminals, but it should not lead to brutality and wanton killing and maiming, but sometimes the State has to get tough. If riots break out, they have to be put down. In the United States, when riots broke out in Newark, Newark was surrounded by tanks, and soldiers went in with live ammunition. Sometimes we have to get tough. It is unfortunate, but we have to get tough.

The Jewish people, when they left Egypt, found out that now they had the job of being the policeman, too. That is why they complained about the bitterness, and G‑d showed Moshe a tree. What does a tree stand for in Hebrew? It stands for Torah, for the tree of life. That is why it says He gave them laws and then He tested them. What were the laws that G‑d gave us at Moro? The rabbis say that G‑d gave us the laws of Shabbos, the law of Dinin, of just civil procedure and criminal codes, that G‑d gave us also the law of honoring our parents, and some say, the law of the red heifer. We had to learn that we had to use power, but we had to use power with restraint. Shabbos teaches us that money is not the most important thing. We are not to worship money. We have to put values above money.

Justice especially should not be tainted by monetary considerations. We also learn that in order to use force in society, you have to have just laws, and that is what Dinin stood for. Honoring our parents speaks about the fact that we all have to realize that everyone is the carrier of a tradition, and we have to treat everyone with respect. Other rabbis say that the law that was given at Moro was not honoring parents, but the law of the red heifer. The red heifer’s ashes were used to purify people who were ritually unclean, so they could enter the Temple, but the red heifer had a peculiar characteristic. It made clean those who were unclean, and made unclean those who were clean. In other words, anyone who had a hand in preparing the ashes of the red heifer became unclean, while the ashes of the red heifer cleaned those who were unclean. This is to teach us that many times those who wield power become unclean, that even though we need people to wield power in society, many times they are forced to do things that make them unclean, that hurt their consciences. It is difficult to wield power. It is very difficult. Life has its bitter side, and when we use power we have to use it with restraint, with the Torah. That is why G‑d says, “I will not put upon you all the sicknesses that I put on Egypt. The sicknesses of Egypt came from abuses of power. If you will observe the Torah, then these abuses of power will not come upon you.”

In Israel today, we have witnessed the down-side of power, the bitterness of power. Riots can never be allowed to continue. Israel has been forced to put them down. Israel did not cause this problem to occur. After all, Israel has been criticized roundly everytime she has tried to solve the refugee problem and resettle the refugees. The United Nations passed a resolution saying that Israel is trying to annex the areas. In my opinion, Israel should annex the areas and give everyone complete rights and resettle the refugees and treat them in a humanitarian way, no matter what the United Nations says. But when riots break out, they have to be put down, otherwise they will lead to anarchy and the destruction of all civilization. In the United States, too, we had to put down riots, and throughout the world riots have to be put down.

Israel was unprepared and did not have the rubber bullets and the water cannons she needed. However, now that she is acting, she is acting in a proper way. How can you put down riots if you do not use bullets, except with batons? In Northern Ireland they use batons. In Israel itself there are many Orthodox Jews who had batons used on them when they rioted protesting different things, violations of Shabbos, etc. The only way you can put down riots, unfortunately, is by force, but you have to use restrained force. Anyone who randomly beats should, of course, be punished. Israel now is caught Lip in the bitter side of power. Let us hope and pray that they will learn the lesson of this Torah portion, that they will use power wisely, by never being corrupted by money, power, and influence, that they will enact just laws that everyone can subscribe to and hold to, because they know they will be treated fairly and equally, and that they will realize that power corrupts and will be very careful in using power, always using it in a restrained way.

I am reminded of the story of the kindergarten teacher who was absent, so the class had a substitute for a few days. When she came back to class, she said, “Well, how did you like my substitute?” One little boy raised his hand and said, “Well, she’s not as smart as you. She had to play the piano with two hands.” Freedom has two characteristics — an up-side and a down-side. It requires us not only to develop the positive aspects of man, but also to contain the negative aspects. Sometimes it is a bitter experience. Let us hope though, that we will always sweeten it with the Torah, so we will never allow these unfortunate, tough decisions to be done in an abusive or bad way. Let us hope that peace will soon come to Israel because justice, in its fullest sense, will be done, that its laws will always be fair, and that the Arabs will see that their best interests would be served by making peace.

YITHRO
Collapsing Beliefs, Truth and Expediency

One of the most intriguing questions of human history is how does a society determine what is true and what is not true. How does it recognize when something is true? We all are today witnessing the breakup of communism in Eastern Europe. This breakup was not caused by a failure of military power or even by a failure of economic power. It was caused by a failure of belief. The people in Eastern Europe do not believe that communism is true anymore, and therefore, they have thrown it out. Why, though, did so many of them believe that it was true before, and why don’t they believe that it is true now?

The rabbis teach us in a beautiful medrash that each of us has implanted in our soul the ability to recognize the truth. This medrash states that right before every baby is born, an angel comes and teaches him the whole Torah, but at the moment of birth, the angel comes and touches him on his upper lip and he forgets consciously everything he has learned. Buried deep, though, in his unconscious, the truth still resides. This means that throughout life when we hear or see the whole truth we can recognize it immediately as the truth. Many times, though, the truth is not clear. It is not whole. It is cloaked and shrouded in many falsehoods. It is very difficult then to peel away the levels of falsehoods adequately enough in order to see the whole truth, even though we can perceive that a portion of the truth is present. We believe in the concept of freedom of expression so that the truth can be revealed. Each of us can only grasp the truth from one vantage point. We need different vantage points in order to grasp the whole truth. If everyone is free to express the truth from his vantage point, then we will be able by comparing these different vantage points to strip away what is false and see the whole truth. Our subconscious will be able then to break through into our conscious self and we will be able to grasp the whole truth in all its glory.

Communism contains some truth, but it is flawed. It fails to recognize that not all men are equal in talents and appetites, that it is not the state or society which has created these inequities, but that they are innate to human beings. The battle between heredity and environment, nature and nurture, can never come down wholly on one side. We are the product, each of us, of both nature and nurture, heredity and environment. The communists, by their suppression of all expressions of other types of truth except their own, made the falsehoods in their own perceptions of truth clearer and clearer to the people under their rule. Communism did not, and does not, fit human nature wholly. By suppressing other expressions of the truth, it just accentuated its own falsehoods. We need the points of view of other people in order to fully grasp the truth.

In life, many things are true simultaneously, and it is difficult to grasp the total truth. Freedom and equality are both true, but complete freedom will destroy all equality, and complete equality will destroy all freedom. In Judaism, a commitment to truth is what is important, not the particular way we state the truth now. This is true of all values. We must maintain our commitment to certain values and then we can choose the various ways in which to implement these values. For example, you must first be committed to marriage before you decide to get married and choose a mate. If you are committed to a certain mate, and only afterwards are committed to marriage, the likelihood is that the marriage will fail, because without a commitment to marriage, it is impossible to get over the inevitable rough spots of marriage or to resist the temptations which threaten every marriage. Also, since nobody is perfect, each spouse’s imperfections will eventually grate on the other spouse’s nerves and end the marriage. However, if you are committed to the ideal of marriage, then you and your mate would be willing to work on your imperfections in order to preserve the marriage, because marriage itself is something important. If, however, the ideal of marriage itself is not important to you, then there is no reason for you to work at correcting your imperfections. It is much easier then just to start over again with someone else. That is, of course, why there are so many divorces today. People are not committed to marriage. They are committed to a particular individual, and when that commitment wavers, then they end the marriage. Sociologists have found that the greatest single factor in preserving marriages is the commitment to marriage itself. Truth, marriage, honesty, basic values must be important for their own sake, not for what they can achieve; otherwise they will fail.

Today, many people believe that honesty is important because it leads to social peace, it allows you to progress on your job, etc. However, if it could be demonstrated to these people that they could advance faster if they were dishonest, they will become dishonest, since they are not committed to the concept of honesty for itself. That’s why in, a survey that was taken a few years ago, two-thirds of the business executives in America who were polled said that if doing something dishonest would help their careers and they could get away with it, they would do it.

Having children is another value. If children are looked on as just a means of support in old age, or as a challenge, but not as something good in themselves, then when children become burdensome, they will be ditched or abused. Communism was looked on by the people in Eastern Europe as a way to achieve economically a better life than would have been possible under capitalism. When it blatantly failed to live up to this expectation, it was junked. Everyone knows that it does not reflect the truth of the human condition.

Religion, too, has suffered in the past when it has failed to be committed to truth, but here again, it is sometimes difficult to tell what is true. We believe we can recognize the truth, but it may be shrouded in much falsehood and irrelevant material. At one time, because of Newtonian mechanics, religion was thought to be completely irrelevant. It was thought that G‑d could not intervene in human events even if He wanted to. Even though we all felt intuitively that there was a G‑d, it was hard to reconcile this with the truth of Newtonian mechanics. Science proved that Newtonian mechanics was only a special case of Einstein’s theories, and that because of Quantum mechanics and the Van Heisenberg Principle, a belief in G‑d is completely compatible with a scientific view of the universe. Truth exists in many different contexts. Newtonian mechanics apply only in one particular context. We all know that one plus one equals two, but this is not true in biology. In biology, one male and one female can equal three or four, or, in the case of sea urchins, sixteen million.

In the Torah portion Yithro, we learn about different truths. We learn how Moshe Rabbeinu goes up to Mount Sinai and receives the Torah after the Ten Commandments had been given to the people. We also learn how Yithro gives Moshe advice on how the Torah is to be implemented. The Torah teaches us moral truth and how to live a moral life and also how to get closer to G‑d, but there is other truth besides. There is scientific truth, organizational truth, administrative truth. It is very significant that the Torah portion in which we received the Ten Commandments is named after Yithro, a non-Jew. The rabbis teach us that this was done because Yithro taught Moshe Rabbeinu how to implement the teachings of the Torah using current organizational techniques. We have always been taught that the Torah should be placed in the tent of Yafet, which means that the Torah should be implemented by utilizing the teachings and truths of the other peoples of the world, as long as they do not contradict Jewish values. Our first and foremost commitment must be to our Torah, to our values, but we must implement them using the truths of all peoples.

That’s why the first of the Ten Commandments is, “I am the Lord your G‑d Who brought you out from the land of Egypt, from the house of slavery.” The Jews must be committed first and foremost to the Torah. That is why G‑d took us out of Egypt. In the second of the Ten Commandments, we are taught not to worship the works of our hands, “Because G‑d is a zealous G‑d Who visits the sins of the fathers on the third and fourth generations to those who hate Me.” This does not mean that the children will be punished criminally for the sins of the fathers. This will only happen to those children who follow in the evil ways of the fathers. It is basic Jewish doctrine that the children will not be criminally punished for the sins of the fathers, but they will have a much harder time in the world than other people. After all, when a criminal is apprehended and put in jail, his children are bereft of a father for many years. Their mother will have to work and she will not have a lot of time to spend with them, either. Their economic situation will be precarious, etc.

The second of the Ten Commandments is telling us that in order to serve G‑d properly, we must be committed to certain values. If we worship instead the works of out own hands, if we look for shortcuts to life through idolatry or magic or manipulating basic values, we are going to destroy not only ourselves, but also our children, not because they will be criminally punished, but because their lives will be deprived. There is a famous study which was published in the last few years which talks about the culture of poverty. There are many poor people who do not live in poverty because they have proper values. They are goal-oriented. They believe in family and education. They believe in the power of man to overcome his circumstances. These people do not live in poverty because eventually they will gain wealth. They are just middle class citizens who are temporarily without money. This was the condition of the Jewish immigrants when they came to America. They lived in tenements. None of them had money, but they did not live in poverty, although they were poor, because they were committed to values such as truth, honesty, family and children. In spite of their poverty, they insisted their children get an education. On the other hand, those who are part of the culture of poverty are people who have no clear goals. They are people who do not believe in family or education. They feel helpless and hopeless. They are committed to no lasting values.

Communism failed in Eastern Europe because it could not contend with man’s desire to have some mastery over his own fate. It could not contend with man’s desire to be committed to individual responsibility, to be committed to values which are not looked on only as expedient to further society’s goal, but also as values worthy in themselves. People want to assume responsibility for their lives. They want to be committed to the truth. They want to have the opportunity to do things for their family, as well as for society. Each of us can recognize the truth, but the truth must be put in many contexts and it must be looked at from many points of view, until it finally can shed its cloak of falsehood. May we all be committed to such truth.

MISHPATEEM

Goals, Unity and Torah Values

Every religion must come to grips with the problem — what is the purpose of man’s existence, if it is to lend dignity to man’s life and be more than just a group of superstitions? Judaism has a very clear answer as to what is man’s purpose in life. Man’s purpose is to help G‑d perfect this world. G‑d, for His own reasons, has made this world 97%, 98%, 99% complete, and He has called upon each of us to help Him perfect this world. In the world as it exists now, there are two distinct levels of imperfection, or evil. There is physical evil and there is moral evil. We live in a world in which there is much moral evil. There is murder, robbery, lying, deception, etc., one man harming another. But even if we would all be perfect, even if each of us would never harm another human being, even if each of us would always be sensitive to each other’s needs, there would still be evil in the world, physical evil. The very basis of the animal kingdom is violence. One animal lives by killing another. Besides that, there are the ravages of pain, death, frustration, anxiety, etc. Our task in this world is to end as much evil as we can. We are called upon to perfect ourselves, our society, and our environment, so that every human being will be able to live a healthy, happy, self-fulfilled life, based on dignity and self‑respect. We are called upon to end as much physical evil as possible by using our G‑d‑given intellect to cure disease, relieve pain, ameliorate the effects of storms, and minimize as much as possible frustration and anxiety. The traditional Jewish view is that after we have-ended as much moral and physical evil as we can, G‑d will send the Messiah Who will end the job. That’s why it says in the Book of Isaiah that “the little boy will be able to stick his hand in the viper’s nest, and the lamb will be able to lie down with the wolf.” We are called upon, therefore, to be G‑d’s partner in perfecting this world. That is our major job. How are we to go about this, though? Where do we get the tools that are necessary in order to perform this job?

The answer to that question is the source of the major disagreements which we Jews have among ourselves today. I would say that almost all Jews throughout the world, no matter what their affiliation or non-affiliation, believe that it is the Jewish mission on earth to perfect this world. That’s why there are so many Jews who are active in “do‑good” organizations throughout the world. We Jews have always believed in our power to change things. This is one of the major ways we differ from traditional Christianity. Christianity and Judaism have always revolved around two separate problems. Christianity has revolved around the problem. “I know what is good, but where do I get the power to do good?”, while Judaism has revolved around the problem, “I have the power to do good, but what is good?”. That is why Christianity stresses a belief in a saviour who will give you the power to do good. We Jews do not believe that we need to receive extra power from a saviour, since we believe that we have been given all the power we need to do good. Our problem is not where do we get the power to do good, but what is good?

That’s why we have always stressed learning because life is very complicated. It is many times very difficult to determine what is good, what is the proper thing to do in any given situation. Your parents want you to do one thing, your wife wants you to do another thing, your children want you to do a third thing, your boss wants you to do a fourth thing, and you want to do a fifth thing. What is the right thing to do? There are so many variables involved. Not everybody has the same abilities. Every situation has different risks. There are so many factors to take into consideration. We Jews do not have any problem acting once we have determined what it is we should do. The problem, though, is how do we determine what we should do? Traditionally, we Jews have said that the values of the Torah will tell us how to act in every given situation. G‑d, by intervening in history at Mount Sinai, balanced all the competing forces we had to contend with at that time, so that we could determine what was good at that. time. If we will only maintain this same balance of competing forces, we will be able throughout the generations to determine what is the right thing to do in every age. Therefore, it is very important that we study Torah, not just the written Torah, but the oral Torah, because it is in the oral law (the Mishnah, Talmud, and Responsa) that we learn how  this balance has been maintained throughout the generations. Especially by studying the oral Torah we learn how to do the good and right thing. We learn how to perfect the world morally. However, that is only part of our task.

We must also perfect the world physically, which means that we must study science, medicine, and other secular disciplines in order to cure sickness, end hunger, alleviate the ravages of storms, etc. There are some Jews who, under the influence of different ancient medieval theories, thought that we had learned all we could about nature, and therefore, we had perfected the physical side of the earth as much as we could, and now we must just concentrate on perfecting ourselves morally, which means that all we should do now is study Torah, especially the oral Torah. There are also some Jews, more numerous than the first group, who feel that although it is the mission of the Jew to end as much moral and physical evil as possible, we cannot learn how to do this from studying an ancient Near East text — the Torah and its interpretations. We may occasionally look into it, but our only hope for perfecting the world morally and physically is to rely on scientific disciplines. Hitler’s Germany put an end to the philosophical underpinnings of this group. Germany was the most educated country in the world. The hotbed of Naziism was the universities of Germany. Scientific disciplines, unaided, cannot teach us how to morally perfect the world. They are tools which can be used to support any philosophy, whether it is moral or not. We need both the study of Torah and scientific disciplines in order to perfect the world.

The major disagreement between Jewish groups today, though, hinges on the answer to the question, “How much can we rely on Torah to give us the values we need in order to morally perfect the world?” We Orthodox say that it is only from the values of Torah that we can perfect the world morally. We believe that we must study other disciplines and use them to help perfect the world morally and physically, but that our values must always be Torah values. We believe that we must meticulously maintain that balance of the different conflicting forces in the world on us, which we received at Sinai and which has been kept since then in our tradition, if we are ever to be able to perfect the world morally. Other groups do not want to use exclusively Torah values. They feel that, although by and large Torah values are correct, there are other values that we must take into account now. Many times these groups sway with the political or social winds of their time. In the 1930’s, there were some Jews who thought that the values of Stalin’s Russia should be incorporated into the Jewish scheme of things. Today we see how foolish they were for even thinking this.

In the Torah portion Mishpateem, we have the famous line that the Jewish people shouted after they had received the Torah, “All which G‑d spoke we will do and we will understand.” Earlier, in the Torah portion Yithro, right before the Jewish people received the Torah, Moshe called the people together and had them reaffirm that the Jewish people should be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. In other words, that they should agree once again to take upon themselves the obligation to help G‑d perfect the world. “And they answered, all the people together, and they said, ‘All which G‑d spoke we will do.’” In the Torah portion Yithro, the people did not say, “We will understand,” but they did say “together.” Why is “together” stressed in this statement that the Jewish people made before they had received the Torah, but after they had reaffirmed the Jewish mission from Abraham? The rabbis answer this question by saying that the Jewish people preceded the giving of the Torah. We were a people already in Egypt before we had received the Torah. We had to endure slavery in Egypt, according to the rabbis, so that we should learn the importance of “Rachmones,” compassion, and the importance of being united. When we left Egypt, we knew what our task was. We knew that we were not a powerless, wretched people who could not do anything to change the world. We recognized that G‑d will always help us change the world for the better. We realized that our task was doing, and that if we were united we could accomplish great things. We could help perfect this world both morally and physically. When this task was reiterated in the Torah portion Yithro, we immediately said, “Together we will act.” Together we will make this a better world.

Today almost all Jews agree on the goals which we Jews must have, and because of these goals, we have a common destiny and a common bond. We all know that we have to help each other if we are to accomplish the goals of perfecting this world both morally and physically, but Jews today disagree on the means. Not everyone agrees that the Torah contains within it the means to accomplish Jewish goals. We Jews can all be together when it comes to Jewish goals, but when it comes to implementing them, there are going to be disagreements. We should never let these disagreements, though, tear us asunder. There were even Jews who, when they had left Egypt, had not yet given up completely on all Egyptian idolatry. Perhaps they thought they could combine it with Jewish ideals. Later they saw they could not, and they abandoned this attempt.

It is good at this time to recognize what unites Jews as well as what divides us. As long as we Jews agree on the Jewish mission, and we agree that we can act and must act, then we can still teach the Jewish people Torah. That’s why in the Torah portion Mishpateem, after we had accepted the Torah, we did not just say, “Na-ase” — we will act, but we also said, “V’nishma” — we will understand. It is the belief that we Jews can act and should act to perfect the world which unites us as Jews, but it is only the Torah which will allow us to act with understanding. Let us all hope and pray that soon all Jews will recognize the fact that it is not just important to act, but that we must also act with understanding, an understanding which can only be gained by studying Torah together with secular disciplines. Only in this way will we be able to be true to our values and truly be able to perfect the world morally and physically. Let us, though, never reject any Jew because he still has not come to the stage of “V’nishma,” understanding. After all, G‑d Himself was willing to give the Torah to the Jewish people when they had only said, “Na-ase” — we will do, and not “V’nishma” — we will understand. Let us all hope and pray that eventually all Jews will realize, as the Jews who left Egypt eventually did, that it is only through understanding Torah values that the world can be morally perfected.

TRUMAH
Children, G‑d and Judaism

The Torah portion that we read today is Terumah. In this Torah portion, we learn how the Tabernacle was constructed. We learn how all the furniture that went into the Holy of Holies, the holy part, of the Tabernacle, was constructed. We learn about the ark and how the Ten Commandments were placed in the ark, and about the ark cover, the table and the menorah. We learn about all the appurtenances of the Tabernacle. The rabbis teach us that the Tabernacle was a symbol of G‑d’s presence among the Jewish people. However, the Jewish people were commanded to build the Tabernacle, not so G‑d should dwell within the Tabernacle, but so that G‑d should dwell in them. It says specifically in the Torah, “And they shall make for Me a sanctuary and I will dwell amongst them.” The essence of Judaism is to feel G‑d’s presence, to feel the meaning of life. Unfortunately, there are many people, especially in the last hundred years or so, who feel that Judaism is a desiccated religion, that Judaism is a fossilized religion, that Judaism is dry, is grey on grey, that in Judaism you cannot feel the spark of G‑d, the meaning of life. This, of course, is not true. Many people have said that Judaism is nothing more than ethics, nothing more than morality. It is true that in order to feel G‑d’s presence in Judaism we must be moral. Unless we are moral, we cannot feel G‑d’s presence. Franz Rosenzweig, the great Jewish philosopher of the 20th century, has reclaimed for many Jews the idea that Judaism is a way of life that brings you into contact with G‑d. It allows you to get in touch with who you really are and what your purpose in this world really is, that Judaism is filled with enthusiasm for life, that if you are a believing Jew, you will not be overcome by depression, by boredom, by ennui, that you will realize that you are special and unique and that you have a special mission to perform in the world.

The rabbis teach us that the structure of the Tabernacle itself teaches us how we are to live a life in which we feel meaning and purpose. In this Torah portion, we learn about the menorah, the symbol of spiritualism in Judaism. We also learn about the table, the symbol of materialism in this world. The rabbis tell us that the spiritual and material are intertwined, that it is impossible to lead a spiritual life unless you have a material base, that poverty grinds people down and makes them act many times in an immoral fashion. On the other hand, if you are just concerned about material things, then you will lead a gross life lacking any spirituality and will many times lead an immoral life, trying to buy yourself justice and buy yourself out of all types of responsibility. The construction of the Tabernacle itself teaches us that the spiritual and material are intertwined. The first thing, of course, we learn about is the Ten Commandments, that everything has to be based on morality.

There are many misconceptions about Judaism. One of them that you read about in all the books written about Judaism, especially by non-Jews, is that Judaism is against art. That is not true. It is true that the Jewish people were punished for worshipping the golden calf, but in the Holy of Holies there was an image of the cherubim. These were two children, wrapped in a warm embrace, who had wings soaring to heaven. These cherubim had the faces of children. The rabbis explain that this was to teach us something. In the Temple there were actually statues of lions, and on the curtains of the Temple there were embroidered the images of lions and of griffins, but all these things were to teach us something. They were not worshipped themselves, and therefore, they were allowed. The cherubim, who had the faces of children with their wings soaring up to heaven, were to teach us that the way we can feel G‑d’s presence, which, of course, is the essence of Judaism, is by raising children, that children are the greatest blessing we can gain from G‑d. Judaism says that we can feel G‑d and feel His presence in the world, but there is a catch, a hook. We first have to be moral. Unless we are moral, then we cannot feel G‑d’s presence. Therefore, the cherubim were placed on top of the ark which contained the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments are the basis of Judaism. We believe you cannot separate Judaism from morality. If you ever separate religion from morality, then you have paganism. You do not have Judaism. Judaism teaches us that we can reach G‑d. We can feel the Divine in life, but we can only do this if we are grounded on the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments of morality are not the end, but the beginning. We must be moral if we are to feel G‑d’s presence in the world. How is the greatest way to feel G‑d’s presence in the world? That is through having children. Children are the greatest blessing G‑d can bestow on man, because we become almost godlike ourselves. We get to mold and shape children and their values and how they are to live. Of course, when they grow up, they do what they want, but we have a way to shape the future generations, and by shaping the future generations, we connect ourselves to past generations and, so to speak, even to G‑d.

That is why the fifth commandment, which is “honor thy father and mother,” is listed among the commandments between man and G‑d, not between man and man, because parents are performing a godlike function, and therefore, it is placed among those commandments. If we raise our children in the right spirit, if we give to them the love and compassion and joy that we should, we should be able to feel G‑d’s presence. That is why, too, that if all the other pieces of furniture that were in the Tabernacle were lost or destroyed, they could be remade. The menorah, if it was lost or destroyed, could be remade. If the table was lost or destroyed, another could be made. However, if the Ten Commandments were lost, we were not allowed to build an ark and put an empty ark in the Holy of Holies, and have an ark cover with cherubim with the faces of children with wings soaring to heaven. Why was that? The answer is that you cannot raise children unless you give them values. Titus, when he destroyed the Second Temple, was amazed because when he ran into the Holy of Holies and flung open the curtain, there was nothing. He said the Jews worship nothing, because in the Second Temple we did not have the ark. We did not have the ark because we did not have the Ten Commandments, the stones upon which the Ten Commandments were engraved.

If you are to raise good children, you must teach them values. You must teach them that there is right and a wrong. In life there are things that you can and cannot do, that are not dependent upon whether you feel like it, whether it feels good. We have to teach children that there is a definite right and a definite wrong in the world. If we do that, then we get closer to feeling the Divine sparks in the world. It is important that all of us realize that we cannot feel the Divine presence in the world unless we are moral, and base ourselves on the Ten Commandments, and balance the spiritual and material. The rabbis say there are two tests in the world. One is the test of poverty. In extreme poverty it is hard to act moral, or even think in a religious perspective. Saints can, but not the average person. Grinding poverty is a terrible test. The second test is that of wealth, because a person who has great wealth feels he is all-powerful and can do anything he wants, and can buy justice and buy himself out of all sorts of responsibilities. That is a terrible test, too. The rabbis say we always must combine the spiritual and the material if we are to achieve G‑d’s presence. The best way we do that is by raising children, by teaching a child a trade, as well as by teaching him values. Therefore, we must never let the ark remain empty. It must contain the Ten Commandments. We hope and pray in our generation, especially where so many people feel there is a shortcut to spirituality through drugs and alcohol, that they will realize that the only way you can achieve a spiritual life is through giving, through compassion, and the love needed to raise good children, and that all of this must be be based upon the Ten Commandments.

I am reminded of the story they tell of a brother and sister talking to each other. They just had a new baby brother. The girl said, “You know, we have a new baby brother.” The brother said, “So what?” The sister said, “Do you know that Daddy said the new baby brother cost $2,000?” The brother said, “So what? Look how long it lasts.” If we will raise children in the proper way, then we can be assured that G‑d’s presence will be felt in the world, not only now but in the future. Let us all hope and pray that we will all be given the opportunity to raise children, to see grandchildren, and to have them live lives based upon the Ten Commandments.

TETZAVEH
Life, Morality and Israel

Many people today have voiced disappointment with the State of Israel. The State of Israel, they claim, has not lived up to their expectations. They expected the State of Israel to be alight unto the nations and it has turned out instead to be a state which oppresses its minorities. The Palestinians, they claim, are to Israel what the Jews are to the rest of the nations of the world. They claim that since Israel has had to resort to violence to put down the Palestinian uprising (the Intifada), Israel has forfeited her right to exist. It would have been better had she not been created. This is not the Israel they were hoping for and praying for. These critics look for every opportunity to lambaste Israel. They, of course, do not deny the right to exist to any other state which does not uphold the highest moral standards, but they do to Israel. They have mercilessly criticized Israel for capturing Sheik Obaid, a known terrorist, a few miles from Israel’s border because Israel abducted him from Lebanon, a sovereign country, while they have not raised their voices to criticize the United States when the United States attacked Panama and captured Noriega, the head of a sovereign state. By the way, the United States killed more people and destroyed more homes in the two weeks of the Panama operation than Israel has killed and destroyed in two years of the Intifada. 
Whether violent actions by either Israel or the United States are justified can, of course, be the subject of debate, but no one would say that America has forfeited her right to exist and has become an outlaw state because she took action in Panama, but people do say that Israel has forfeited her right to exist and has become an outlaw state because of her actions in the Intifada and for abducting Sheik Obaid, etc.

Unfortunately, many of the most vocal critics of Israel are Jewish. This phenomenon reminds us of the Jewish experience in Egypt, where Doson and Avirom heaped vicious criticism upon Moshe when Moshe wanted to take the Jewish people out of Egypt. They first told Moshe that it was a foolish enterprise, that it would never work, that things had gotten worse since he came, that the Jewish slave mentality would not allow theta to be a free people. Even after Moshe brought the Jewish people out of Egypt into the desert, they were continually complaining and urging the people to go back to Egypt. They continually claimed that the Jewish people should appoint a new leader and go back to the land of cucumbers, fish and melons. Why had they left the fleshpots of Egypt to die in the desert? In the desert they had to face not only natural hazards, but the Amalekites, and in the future they would never be able to enter Canaan because of the ferociousness of the people there. Besides. the people were not up to the task. Their sin at the golden calf proved it. Unfortunately, Doson and Avirom had many followers and many times, because of different emergencies, they succeeded in swaying great numbers of the Jewish people to their side.

The rabbis tell us that after the plague of darkness, Pharaoh offered the Jewish people their freedom. but on the condition that their cattle stay in Egypt. When Moshe refused this offer. Pharaoh became very angry. He then told Moshe that “Moshe, you will see my face no more and if you will see my face you will surely die.” The rabbis explain that Pharaoh did not mean that Pharaoh would kill him or hand him over to his executioners or harass him until he died, but he would instead hand him over to his Jewish detractors, Doson and Avirom, and Moshe would die from despair. Moshe would give up any idea of freeing the Jewish people. He would realize that this was a foolish idea. He would realize that he could never turn this slave people into a light unto the nations.

The rabbis tell us that the blood that was placed on the doorposts of the Jewish homes so that the Angel of Death would pass over them and not slay the Jewish firstborn during the last plague was composed of blood from the paschal lamb and blood from the circumcision. This meant that the Jewish people were to be not only negative Jews, but also positive Jews. They were not to just fulminate and protest against idolatry, which was symbolized by the paschal lamb, but also to be positive Jews who would look to what their mission in the world was. They would look to the covenant, which was symbolized by the bris, by the circumcision. Moshe and the Jewish people together were to look past the obstacles and complaints. and realize that it was important that the Jewish people survive. The vicious complaints of Doson and Avirom would pale into insignificance when they realized that they stood in a covenantal relationship with G‑d. Moshe had to constantly look at what he was fighting for. He had to constantly realize that what he was doing was first saving lives so that this people could eventually live according to a set of moral values which could serve as a model for mankind.

Today, too, we Jews have to realize why Israel came into being. It came into being not so American Jews could burst their buttons with pride and take congressmen and important business leaders on junkets to Israel. It came into being to save Jewish lives and eventually to create a society which can serve as a model for all the world. It is not true that the condition of the Arabs in Israel and the Jews in Diaspora are equivalent. They are not. There is a big difference between being a helpless people who has a place to go and being a helpless people who has no place to go.

I was recently asked by a very intelligent, committed churchwoman why we Jews consider ourselves to have been the most persecuted people in the world, since in the Middle Ages there were many Moslems who were persecuted by Christians, and many Christians who were persecuted by Moslems. The Jews were just another group of people who were persecuted. I pointed out to her that you cannot compare the persecution. The Christians who were persecuted in Moslem countries had a place to go. They could go to Christian lands. The Moslems who were persecuted in Christian countries had a place to go. They could go to Moslem lands, but the Jews had no place to go. The Americans today who are persecuted in Lebanon or communist China can come home, and a Jew now, thanks to the State of Israel, can come home too, to Israel. But before Israel, we had no place to go. You cannot compare a helpless person who is persecuted but has a place to go to a helpless person who is persecuted but has no place to go. All the Arabs in Israel have a place to go. There are 22 other Arab countries. Jordan accepts them as citizens, but, G‑d forbid, if there was no Israel, we Jews would have no place to go. We see that now with the Russian Jewish exodus. The United States is not going to take in a million Jews. Unless the Jews get out of Russia, they :nay all die There may be another Holocaust. The anti-Semitism in Russia is horrendous. Israel was created not so we American Jews can feel proud and sing Hatikvah. Israel was created to save Jewish lives. Down the line we hope that we will also be a moral light unto the nations, but Israel’s main purpose today is to save lives. Without Israel, millions will die. Let’s remember that.

In the Torah portion Tetzaveh, we learn how Aaron, the high priest, was anointed. We learn that a drop of blood from the sacrifice of the ram and a drop of olive oil was placed on the lobe of his ear, on the thumb of his right hand, and on his big toe. The rabbis all ask the question, why was this done? They answer that Aaron had two main functions. He had to spread the light of Judaism. He had to try to impress upon the people that they were to be a light unto the nations, and that’s why the oil was used, but he had another function and that was to tell the people that they were to stay alive. He was to tell the Jewish people that their blood was just as red and precious as any other human being’s, that G‑d does not want the Jewish people to sacrifice themselves so much on the altar of morality that they cease to exist. That’s why the blood of the ram was used. The ram, or “Ayil,” was what took Isaac’s place on the altar “Ayil” in Hebrew also means “fortitude” and “valor.” We Jews must struggle with the hard problems of life with fortitude and valor. We cannot shirk from them. We have to somehow try to be just in an unjust world. We have to do right by all peoples, including the Palestinians, but we do not have to do it at the cost of our own lives. G‑d does not require us to commit suicide. The truth of the matter is that an equitable solution to the Israel-Arab problem could be arrived at today if the Arabs would be willing to compromise, if Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries would stop calling Israel “our shame” and stop declaring that the only way to remove this “shame” is to destroy Israel.

Aaron, who was high priest, was to have his ear attuned to what the Jewish message was. He was not to let the momentary obstacles deter him, especially the overwhelming criticism. Aaron was subjected to much criticism during his lifetime. He was even the supposed cause of a revolt against Moshe by Korach. Aaron was to kindle the light in the menorah every morning. He was to strive to elevate the Jewish people so they could serve as a light unto the nations, but he also was to remember that being a light unto the nations was not to be at the cost of the Jewish people’s own destruction.
Today we have many Dosons and Aviroms. These Dosons and Aviroms know that Israel is not perfect, that Israel has not fulfilled yet all its promise. We know that too, but we have to repeatedly tell them that Israel has fulfilled one of its main purposes, and that is to keep Jews alive so that we can eventually become a light unto the nations.

Purim is almost upon us. The rabbis tell us that the Jews in the time of Purim did not always live up to everything which our Torah demands of us, and that Haman used this as a pretext for wanting to exterminate us. We know and Haman knew that they did not deserve extermination for these lapses. G‑d saw to it that Haman and his cohorts were defeated and that the Jewish people survived. Later, after we returned in large numbers to the land of Israel, we did contribute mightily to the moral betterment of the world. The events of Purim, the rabbis teach us, actually happened on Pesach. We are told that before the Second Commonwealth could flourish, the enemies of the Jewish people who surrounded Haman had to be convinced that their efforts were futile and hopeless. Let us hope that those enemies of the Jewish people today who would like to see us disappear will soon be convinced that their efforts, too, are and will be, hopeless and futile. Let us always remember that the primary purpose of Israel in our day is to save Jewish lives. We are confident that Israel will eventually be alight unto the nations, but just as Aaron was anointed, not only with oil, which symbolized light, but also with blood, which signifies the struggle for life, let us hope and pray that all our critics, especially our internal critics, will realize that Israel’s main purpose in this day and age is to save lives. May we today be able to save all the lives of Russian Jewry.

KI SISSA
Judaism and Toughness

In life many times we are forced to do things that are not very pleasant and which hurt us. We do not want to do them, but we have to do them if we want society to function and if we want things to get better for everyone. If we are teachers, we know that it is hard to give a student an “F,” but if the student deserves it, then we have to give it to him if we want to help him to improve. If we are an employer, we know that we have to fire somebody who is incompetent, if we want our business to survive. It hurts us to do this, but we know we have to do it. If we are a parent, we know that we have to discipline our child, even though we know it will hurt us, if we want our child to learn the proper values and grow up to be an honest, mature human being who values integrity.

We know too that if our country is attacked we have to fight back, even though it might mean killing people. Many times we are called upon to do things we would rather not do, but life gives us no choice. Even in family situations we sometimes have to use force. We all know of situations where someone in a family has gone berserk, either because of mental illness or drugs, and other members of the family, in order to subdue him, have had to hit him. It hurt them to do it, but what other choice did they have? There are many situations in life when we have to cause pain. It hurts us to do so, but if it is for the good of the individual or for the good of society, we have no choice. Everyone eventually, either by word or deed, is forced sometimes to cause others pain.

Judaism has always differed from other philosophies and religions in that it has never glorified causing pain, either to ourselves or to others. We have never glorified war. We have never glorified the fighter, the inflicter of pain or death. We also have never glorified the hard-heartedness that we all need sometimes in order to deal with life’s tough situations. We know that sometimes it is necessary to act tough, but we do not revel in it. In a book called “Tough Love”, parents are advised to withhold their help from their children when they get into trouble with drugs or alcohol, in order to save them. The natural reaction of a parent is to run to help, but sometimes this could be the worst possible thing to do. A youngster has to learn that there are consequences to his acts; otherwise he will never improve. Sometimes if we really love a person, we have to be tough, but this breaks our hearts. We in Judaism grieve when we have to act in this way. We do not exult in the opportunity to be tough.

In the Torah portion Ki Sissa, we learn about these things. We learn that when the Jewish men were to be numbered, they were to be numbered indirectly, with each one paying a half shekel. The Torah says that they were to pay this half shekel in order “to gain forgiveness for their souls”. The rabbis all ask, why was it necessary for them to gain this forgiveness? The answer given is because these men were being numbered so that they could serve in the army. Inevitably, service in the army means that they will have to maim or kill people, and therefore, they had to gain forgiveness for their souls. Even though by serving in the army. they were doing something necessary, something even commanded, they should never glory in it. They should never feel that they were expressing their manliness by serving in the army. On the contrary, they should feel sad that because of the present condition of the world, they had to learn how to kill people. In the very next sentence, we read, “And this shall be to the sons of Israel as a Zickaron, as a memorial, before G‑d to gain forgiveness for your souls.” In this sentence, we ask G‑d to remember that when we are called upon to do cruel, vicious, mean things in order to save ourselves or others, G‑d should look at us favorably and grant us atonement for these acts. He should remember that we do not want to do these things, that we long for the day when none of these acts will be necessary. We ask G‑d to remember the present condition of the world and to rectify it.

This has always been the Jewish attitude. When Jacob met Esau, the Torah says that Jacob was “frightened and distressed.” The rabbis ask, why does it say both that he was frightened and that he was distressed? The answer they give is that Jacob was frightened lest Esau would kill him and leave his children orphans, but he was distressed because he was being forced into a situation where he might have to kill Esau. As Golda Meir said, “We can forgive the Arabs for their killing our sons, but we can never forgive them for making our sons kill their sons.” In Judaism, we have a predisposition against using force. We have a bias against using force. We hate to use force. In the Jewish home traditionally the level of verbal arguments may have been high, but it almost never resulted in blows. Wife-beating and child abuse were almost unheard of in the traditional Jewish home, something not true among others. In England until 120 years ago, a man could legally beat his wife as long as he used a stick no bigger than his little finger. We in Judaism have always abhorred the use of force, relying instead on education, but sometimes force is necessary.

In this same Torah portion, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu was called upon to put down the rebellion of the Jewish people who were worshipping the golden calf. He called upon his own tribe, the tribe of Levi, to do this task. It is interesting to note, though, that when we read about this episode in the Torah, it is all placed in the normal portion of the Levi. The Levi does not get any special readings because his ancestors had to perform this necessary, but heartbreaking task. Let the Levites read it so nobody else should be embarrassed, say the rabbis, but we will not give them a special aliyah or any honors for it. In Judaism, we have always believed that force should be a last resort. However, sometimes you have to use force.

In the current situation in Israel, there is really no alternative. When the riots broke out in the territories, Israel had no choice. Israel had to put them down. Perhaps Israel could be faulted because it did not in the beginning realize the seriousness of the problem. It had only 6,500 troops in the territories at the beginning to control 1,500,000 people. These troops were easily surrounded and threatened and they responded with live ammunition. When eventually reinforcements were sent in armed with rubber bullets and water cannons and shields and batons, etc., the death toll immediately plummeted.

The Arab-Israel conflict, though, is not the major problem in the Middle East. The major problem in the Middle East is that the Arabs do not know how to enter the modern world. Entering the modern world is a hard thing. In Europe, two world wars were fought before Europe could enter the modern world. When the traditional values of Europe were undermined by the advances in economics, science, and technology, Europe did not have an adequate model to deal with this rapid change. It was not clear at all until after the Second World War that democracy would be the model which would allow the states in the West to preserve traditional values and, at the same time, benefit from the new science, technology, and economics. In fact, in Eastern Europe it still is not clear. In the United States, too, we had a hard time entering the modern world. The Civil War was not just over slavery. It was also about entering the modern world. General Lee had no slaves. General Grant had slaves. The Civil War was really about the breakdown of an agrarian society’s values — how America was to enter the modern world.

The Arab countries are going through this process right now. They do not know how to enter the modern world. That is what the Iran‑Iraq war was about — which model of government should the Arabs and Moslems generally use to enter the modern world. Israel had nothing to do with the Iran-Iraq war. Israel had nothing to do with the war between Morocco and Algeria. Israel had nothing to do with the border skirmishes between Libya and Egypt. The Arab world and the Moslem world are in chaos because they do not know what model to use in order to get into the modern world. Israel can serve as an example of that model, but Israel cannot singlehandedly solve this Arab problem. They have to solve this problem themselves. Israel just has to be patient.

The Arabs are doing now what the countries in Western Europe did 55 years ago. They are blaming the Jews. They need a scapegoat. It is very difficult for them to face all the problems that their entrance into the modern world entails. Therefore, just as Hitler claimed it was the Jew who had undermined Western civilization and destroyed Europe’s traditional culture, the Arabs are claiming that it is Israel that is destroying their traditional culture and their way of life. They claim that if they get rid of Israel, everything will be all right. This, of course, is nonsense. Israel has to stay strong and wait until the Arabs have decided what model they will choose to enter the modern world. Meanwhile, Israel should stay militarily strong, but she should never glorify war or glorify soldiers who put down riots and confront terrorists. King David was prevented from building the Temple because he was a warrior, even though all his wars were just and thrust upon the Jewish people.

Right after we learn about the giving of the half shekel, we learn how the laver was placed between the tent of meeting, the Tabernacle, and the altar. Why should the laver have been placed there? It does not seem the right place to put the laver. Washing should be done before offering the sacrifice on the altar, not afterwards. The laver was placed between the altar and the Tabernacle to teach the Jewish people forever that after we have sacrificed, we must pause. We must look at what we have done before we enter the Tabernacle to see if perhaps it could have been done better, whether our hands are really clean. Israel, too, must always look carefully at the methods she is employing in just causes to make sure that these means, too, are just. That, of course, is what Israel constantly does. Israel has a free press which constantly scrutinizes the governments to make sure that only enough force is used to put down the rioters and not more, that Israel should never become a society which glorifies violence.

In Jewish life today, there are those on the extreme religious left and right who would prefer that we not exercise power at all. That is the position of the Netura Karta on the right, who say that Jews should not exercise any power until the Mashiach comes; otherwise we will become just like the gentiles. Power will corrupt us. The extreme religious left says that Jews should not exercise power because it will endanger the lives of those Jews in the Diaspora, and will cause anti-Semitism to rise. Both these positions are false. The Torah teaches us that sometimes we have to use power, but we must always use it with restraint. We must always use it with humility, never glorify it, while at the same time, praying for the day when force will not be needed.

On Purim, too, we do not remember the brave Jewish fighters who stood up to the enemies of the Jewish people, who attacked them on the 13th of Adar, but, instead, we remember Esther and Mordecai, who pleaded the Jewish cause and who showed their contemporaries how the principles of Judaism enhance life and cause peace. May everyone today, especially the Arab nations, soon recognize the great benefits that can accrue to them by Israel’s continued existence, and may we all live to see the day when force will become unnecessary and peace will reign forever.

VAYAKHEL-PEKUDAI

The Tabernacle, Marriage and Accountability

In the Torah portions, Vayakhel and Pekudai, we learn how the Jewish people built the Mishkan, how they donated the amount of money and materials necessary to build the Mishkan, and how Betzalel, under Moshe’s direction, built all the different furniture pieces which belonged in the Mishkan, like the menorah and the table and the altars and curtains, etc. It is interesting to note that before we learn about the actual construction, we ‘learn how Moshe gathered together the people and told them about the Shabbos. What does the Shabbos have to do with the Mishkan, and, what’s more, if we look at how Betzalel is described, we learn that he is described as a person who has “wisdom of the heart.” We all know that different parts of the body are used to describe a person’s abilities. We say that if a person is good with his hands, he is handy. We say that if a person is smart and has a good mind, he has a good head. We say that if a person is compassionate and kind, he has a good heart, and if a person is curious, he is nosy, etc. But what does “wisdom of the heart” mean? After all, the heart has been associated with goodness and kindness, not wisdom. Wisdom is associated with the head. Why did it require that Betzalel have “wisdom of the heart,” compassion, in order to build the Mishkan? All he needed was to understand engineering principles. We learn also that when Betzalel was called to build the Mishkan, the Torah says, “And Moshe said to the sons of Israel, ‘See, G‑d has called by name Betzalel Ben Uri Ben Hur of the Tribe of Judah.’ “ Why does it say “Re’ooh” — see, “G‑d has called by name”?

Also in the Torah portion Pekudai, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu gave a detailed account of all the money he collected for the Mishkan, all the silver and gold and copper, etc. Why would Moshe Rabbeinu have to do such a thing? Why did he have to detail, in precise terms, every last piece of silver and gold and copper that he collected?

There are two types of holiness in Judaism. There is holiness of space and holiness of time. Shabbos speaks about the holiness of time. The Tabernacle spoke about the holiness of space. That is why they were not allowed to build the Mishkan, or Tabernacle, on Shabbos, to stress this very important lesson. The holiness of space has to do with rooms and furniture and material things. The holiness of time has to do with those things which occupy no space at all, like love, devotion, friendship, compassion, and care and dedication. These things do not occupy any space. They are memories in our mind. When young people get married today, they forget that there is more than just space; there is also time. You have to fill this, time with things which take no space whatsoever, like fidelity, mutual concern, compassion, love, respect, etc. So often, all the couple who is getting married is interested in is space, is how big a home they are going to have, how many cars they are going to have, how many rooms they will have in their home. All they are interested in are the material things. It is true that in order to build a successful marriage, you have to have a certain amount of space, but the most important things in life are those things that do not take any space, things which just occupy time, like love, care, concern, respect, and fidelity. These things take time to develop. Unfortunately, we find today that many young couples are so enamored of the material things of life that they want every new gadget that comes out, but they forget to give to each other time. They forget that a marriage has to be cultivated, that experiences have to be shared. That is why children are so important in a marriage, because they actually add to a marriage. They teach discipline and devotion and dedication. They teach love, care, concern, compassion. Unfortunately, today many people think that all they need in order to have a successful marriage is lots of money. Somebody came to me and said, “Rabbi, I can’t get married until I earn $175,000 a year.” I told him I had been married 32 years and I had never earned $175,000 a year. When it comes to building successful relationships, we have to remember that the holiness of time comes before space. Many successful marriages are built with no funds whatsoever. Many people live in the ghettos of Houston and have beautiful, wonderful marriages. There are many people who live in River Oaks and the fanciest sections of Houston who have terrible marriages. A successful marriage is not dependent upon how much money you have and how many things you have. It is dependent upon other things.

Betzalel, too, before he could build the Tabernacle, had to have an understanding heart. It was not enough for him to just have an outstanding mind. It was not enough just to know engineering principles. This Tabernacle was suppposed to serve as a symbol of the relationship between G‑d and Israel, a symbol of the marriage between G‑d and Israel, and in a marriage you must have an understanding heart. You must have compassion. You are not always going to agree, and, in fact, it would be very dangerous if the couple always agreed. What you have to have is an understanding heart. You have to understand the other person’s problems, even though you are not going to agree with your spouse lots of times. In fact, many times you may disagree in a very loud voice, but you have to also understand your spouse’s position. You have to realize, too, that the marriage that you are building is not just for yourself, but for your family, for your community, and for the Jewish people. That is why when Betzalel was chosen, the Torah says, “Re’ooh.” This told Betzalel that he had been chosen for the Jewish people. He had not just been chosen for Moshe. It was not enough that he had come from a prominent family. His leadership in this area had to be confirmed by the Jewish people. That is why a person gets married in public, because a family helps a marriage endure. A young couple should not cut themselves off from their family. True, from now on each spouse should be number one in the eyes of the other spouse, and their parents should be number four or five, but they should not be cut off from them entirely. Many marriages start out with the premise that you have to cut all relationships with your family. This is wrong. Your spouse has to be number one, but your family should still be in the picture.

Finally, in any successful relationship, you must also have strict accountability. A person cannot say, “Well, I am going to be free. I do not have to tell my spouse where I am going. She can’t demand from me an accounting of how my money is being spent.” Of course, she can and, of course, she should. A person can never say, “Well, I would not want to force my spouse to do anything.” Marriages are compromises. Of course, in marriage you have to do a lot of things you do not want to do, but there is nothing wrong with having your spouse do something that he or she does not want to do, just as long as you do something you do not want either. He may want to go to ballgames and you could not care less, but you will go with him, as long as he goes with you to the ballet. Of course, it is terrible if the wife agrees to go to the football game and then the husband refuses to go to the ballet. There is nothing that will deaden a marriage more than to say you will not force your spouse to do anything. Why not? He or she is forcing you to do many things. Of course there has to be compromise. You have to work it out, but there always must be strict accountability, accountability of time, accountability of expenses. One person cannot be tied and the other totally free. Marriage is all about mutual accountability. This applies also to our relationship to G‑d. We cannot be totally free and have a relationship with G‑d. We are, in a certain sense, married to G‑d. We are accountable. We are bound by His commandments. That, of course, is what many people do not understand. Many people also do not understand that the values of time are more important than the values of space. They do not understand that people have to be accountable in marriage. They do not understand that you have to have an understanding heart. Even though you may disagree with your spouse, you must always understand his or her position. You cannot just dismiss it out of hand.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went to a psychiatrist and said, “My wife has a terrible problem. She thinks she is a piano.” The psychiatrist said that was terrible, and that he should bring her in for an appointment. The man said he couldn’t. The psychiatrist asked why, and the man said, “Do you know how much it costs to move a piano?” To have that kind of an understanding heart may be carrying it a bit too far, but you have to be able to understand the other person’s position if you are to have any type of relationship. The Tabernacle, the Mishkan, was a symbol of the marriage between G‑d and Israel. Moshe instructed Betzalel that in order to build this Mishkan, it had to be a symbol of the lasting relationship between G‑d and man. Values of time had to take precedence over values of space. An understanding heart had to be cultivated and the relationship between G‑d and man was not to come at the expense of family. Also, there had to be strict accountability. In order to make the marriage work, too, we need the same things. We have to make the values of time take precedence over values of space. We have to have understanding hearts, and we have to include family and remember that when we are married, we are strictly accountable. Let us all hope that we will always remember these things so that our marriages will be lasting and be happy and our relationship with G‑d strong.

VAYIKRA
Change, Intent and Friends

How can we tell when a person has changed? One of the hardest things in the world is to convince our friends that we really have changed. Even if we want to do things differently, even if we want to forsake our old bad habits and stand up to all our own internal pressure, it is still very hard to change because our friends continue to treat us in the same old way. They expect us to react in the same old way. They think we are putting them on when we tell them that we can no longer do what they expect. They like to tempt us. They refuse to believe that we have changed. It requires so much effort to try to convince them that we have. Sometimes it is just easier to go along with them than try to convince them that we have changed. This, of course, means that we will be thrown right back into our old behavior. We usually rationalize our decision to go back to our old behavior by saying that we will do it only this once, so that we will not let friends down or so that we will get them off our backs. Of course, once we succumb to going back to our old behavior, we are right back in the old rut and it will be twice as hard to try to change next time.

Each of us needs the support of our family and friends if we are going to change. Without this support, it is very, very difficult to change. In Judaism, intent is important, but it is not the main thing. In Judaism, it is the act which counts. However, we do not believe, as the ancient Greeks did, that it is only the act which counts. According to the ancient Greeks, if you did an act, no matter what your intent, you were guilty and should be punished. This, of course, is the whole point of the Greek play, “Oedipus Rex.” In this play, a young man who thought he was raised by his real mother and father in his home village sets out on a journey. He is attacked by the king of another village, whom he kills. As was the custom in those days, if you killed the king of a village, you became the king of that village and inherited his harem. It turned out that the man he killed was his real father and the woman he slept with was his real mother. He was severely punished for this by the Greek gods.. According to Judaism, he would not be guilty of anything. He did not intend to do anything wrong. He was attacked, he defended himself, and then he fulfilled the customs of his land.

On the other hand, there are certain Christian groups who only stress intent, that if your thoughts, your intentions are bad, then you are as guilty as if you had done the act. According to them, thinking about stealing something or about committing adultery is the same as doing it. You are just as guilty for thinking about doing an evil act as for doing it. That would mean that thinking about committing murder should be punished as severely as murder. It is true that the tenth commandment says, “You shall not covet,” but what this means in Hebrew is not to just want something which belongs to another person, but to actively begin to plan how to illegally obtain it. When we do that, we are already doing something. We are conspiring to obtain something illegally, and that is a serious sin. However, conspiracy is still not as serious a sin as actually succeeding in taking something illegally from somebody else.

In Judaism, in order to be guilty of anything, you must not only have intent but also have done something. According to Jewish tradition, if you intend to do something evil, but did not do it, G‑d will not count it against you. The only time in Judaism where intent alone counts is when you intended to do something good, but were prevented from doing it for reasons beyond your control. Then we say G‑d will attribute to you the good deed, even though you have not done it. Fullness of heart, or perfect intent, does not always result in the biggest mitzvah in Judaism either. Judaism teaches that it is a bigger mitzvah to do something because you were commanded to do it than to do it because you want to do it.

This means that sometimes it is a much greater mitzvah to do something when we would rather not do it, than when we want to do it. For example, if we were walking down the street and a little old lady came up to us and asked for $10, and from the goodness of our hearts, we reached into our pockets and gave her $10, this would not be as great a mitzvah as if we had given her the $10 when we did not feel like giving it to her, but we did it because it was the right thing to do. This assumes, of course, that in both instances the lady was treated politely and graciously, and was not aware of what was going on in our minds. The rabbis teach us that it is greater to do a mitzvah because we are commanded to do it, rather than because we feel like doing it, because many times in life we are called upon to do things we just do not feel like doing, but which we have to do anyway. It is midnight and the baby is crying and we do not want to get up in the middle of the night to feed him, but we know we have to. It is our duty and responsibility as parents. Many times we do not want to be gracious to a person and talk with him, but we know we have to, even though we would rather tell him to get lost so we can watch the ballgame. There are many times in life when we would rather not do the right thing, but if we are moral people, we will do it anyway. That is why sometimes it is a much greater mitzvah to do something even without a full heart, than to do it with a full heart. We cannot just be good husbands or good wives or good parents or good citizens when we feel like it. That is one of the problems with America today. People only want to do things if they feel like doing them. If they do not feel like doing them, they do not want to do them. Full-hearted intent is many times not necessary and many times is harmful. If we tell people that they should only do good deeds when they feel like it, we not only are destroying their sense of responsibility, but we are making it very hard for them ever to change. In order to change, a person has to force himself to do things he would rather not do, for example, to stand up to his friends.

How, though, are we to know if a person or group has changed? How are we to know if a person or his group have given up all thoughts of doing us harm? How are we to judge this intent? In the Torah portion Vayikra, we learn about the sacrifices that were offered in the Temple. The sacrificial system in Jewish law has been greatly misunderstood. For the most part, we could never bring a sacrifice to the Temple to atone for a sin if we did that sin on purpose. If we harmed someone on purpose, we had to make restitution, but we could not bring a sacrifice. If we violated Jewish law on purpose, we could not bring a sacrifice. We could only bring a sacrifice if we did something by accident. If we did it on purpose, we could not bring a sacrifice. The only exceptions were guilt offerings for breach of trust in which it could not readily be determined by an outside person whether we did it on purpose or by accident.

We brought sacrifices in Temple times, not to atone for a moral lapse, but because we felt a psychological need to do so. We were, for the most part, not guilty of anything, like the son who killed his father in the Greek tragedy, “Oedipus Rex.” We had no intent to do anything wrong, but we harmed someone, or we violated Jewish law and weakened the moral and spiritual fabric of the community. We felt bad. For example, if when we were driving our car, a little child darted out in front of us and we hit him, we would feel terrible, even though we were not in any way guilty. Soldiers, too, who are fighting to defend their country, many times feel terrible when they, in battle, must shoot to harm or kill an enemy. They, too, are not guilty of anything. In Jewish life, we have a special Shabbos devoted to the giving of a half shekel by every member of the community, which reminds us that whenever a census of Jewish soldiers was taken, every adult Jew had to pay a half shekel to atone for the fact that soldiers would have to kill, even though they were doing it in self‑defense.

The purpose of the sacrificial system was to make us so sensitive that even though we were not guilty, when we caused certain types of pain or suffering, we would still abhor the fact that we caused this pain and suffering. We can tell whether or not a person has changed by what his response is when he is cast in a situation which in the past would have caused him to take advantage of this situation. What does he do now? For example, what does he do now if he has an opportunity to make a lot of money by selling drugs as he did in the past? Does he take advantage of the situation or not? His enemies have suffered a defeat. Does he rejoice or sympathize with them? Does it hurt him when he hears about victims of crime? Does it hurt him when he sees people swindled? Does it hurt him when he hears how people have been slandered? Does it hurt him when he sees people double-crossed? But, most of all, what does he do vis-à-vis his friends? Does he stand up to them?

In the world today, we Jewish people are being called upon to accept the fact that Yasser Arafat and the PLO have changed. How will we know if they have changed? We will know if they have changed when we will see that they not only are desisting from terrorist acts, but that they are also condemning the terrorist acts of their former friends, and are actually aiding Israel in suppressing these terrorists. The only way the PLO will ever convince the Jewish people of their sincerity is when they themselves will line up to suppress the very terrorist activities that they have sponsored in the past. This actually is what Jomo Kenyetta did in Kenya to convince the whites that he no longer approved of Mau Mau activity. He actually suppressed the Mau Mau activities and killed those leaders of the Mau Mau who did not go along with his desire to coexist with the white population. Achashverosh, too, in the Purim Megillah, showed that he had changed by turning on Haman and his cohorts. Change does not come from intent alone. Your friends can subtly force you to change your intent. Change does not come also from a few isolated actions. Change comes when you are so pained by your former activities that even when you are not guilty of them, you want to reject them and suppress them, even if they are carried out by your former friends.

TZAV

Ritual Uncleanliness, Growth and Relationships

Today is Parshas Porah. We read about the red heifer. We take out two Torahs and in the second Torah, we read a special maftir from the Torah portion Chukas, in which we learn all the rules and regulations of the red heifer. A person, if he became ritually unclean by contact with the dead, had to be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer, in combination with water, on the third and seventh day in order to become ritually clean, in order to enter the Temple so he could bring sacrifices. This was especially important before Pesach, when people were going to bring the Korban Pesach. They had to be ritually clean in order to do so. This is the reason why we read this before Pesach, to remind the people that they had to be ritually clean before they could bring the Korban Pesach.

However, there was an anomaly in the preparation of the ashes of the red heifer because everyone who had a hand in preparing it became ritually unclean, and everyone who was ritually unclean, if they were sprinkled with this combination of ashes and water, became clean. So it seems very strange and paradoxical that a rite which made ritually unclean those who prepared it, also cleaned those who were ritually unclean. It was inscrutable. In fact, the rabbis say that even King Solomon, in all his wisdom, could never understand the regulations of the red heifer. How is it that everybody who prepared this potion themselves became unclean, while those who were sprinkled with it, became clean? We should emphasize the fact that we are talking here about ritual uncleanliness, and not moral uncleanliness. A person could become ritually unclean by doing a great mitzvah. A Kohen Godol on the way to officiate at the service on Yom Kippur, if he encountered a dead body which was unattended, had to stop and attend the body, even though he would then become ritually unclean and would not be able to officiate at the Temple service. When a person became ritually unclean, it meant that he had come into contact with things which could cause him to despair of the world and of any hope of perfecting it. He would lose his desire to be creative. The rabbis tell us that the whole symbolism of the red heifer has to do with perfection. The red heifer was a perfect animal. It was at a perfect age; it was perfectly red without any blemish; it had no disfigurements whatsoever. In fact, they say that to find a red heifer was very rare, that there have only been nine throughout all history. The red heifer itself was a symbol of perfection.

We also today read from the Torah portion Tzav. In the Torah portion Tzav, we learn how one of the duties specifically designated for the high priest besides the service on Yom Kippur, was that he had to enter every morning in his fine linen clothes and take the ashes off the altar and remove them. It seems strange that he should do this. And, what’s more, when the altar is described, it is first described as a pyre and then an altar, and then we learn how from the fire of the altar they took and lit the menorah. It seems strange that we would learn these things all together in the Torah portion Tzav. It seems to me that actually all the questions about the red heifer and this Torah portion are related. It is true that the rite of the red heifer is an anomaly and is inscrutable. However, perhaps we can learn something about human conduct and some basic Jewish principles if we examine the purpose of the red heifer and how it actually acted in a person’s life.

As I mentioned before, the red heifer was a perfect animal. We all know that in Judaism we are supposed to strive for perfection. We all know how Jews strive for excellence. It is almost inbred in us. It is a Jewish cultural norm that we are supposed to develop ourselves to the fullest. A Jew has three responsibilities: a responsibility to G‑d, to man, and to himself. A Jew is supposed to develop his talents, but not by neglecting his family or G‑d.

Jews believe in excellence. There are several reasons for this. One is because the Jewish religion itself teaches us that we are to be creative and help G‑d perfect this world. The second reason is that we have learned through Jewish history that we have only been secure, especially in the exile, if we have been needed, not loved. It was not important for Jews to be loved, but it was very important for Jews to be needed. Most Jews do not realize that we were kicked out of Spain twice, in 1138 and 1492. In 1138, we were kicked out by the Moslems when the Moslems took over Spain and expelled all the Jews who lived in their part of Spain. That is why the Rambam, Maimonides, and his family had to leave. This was unusual because, in most instances, the Moslems tolerated Jews, although they treated us as second-class citizens. In 1138, after the Jews were expelled from Moslem Spain, the Jews in Spain immediately threw in their lot with the Christians, and they made significant contributions to the Christian cause, helping the Christians take over all of Spain from the Moslems. But in 1492, after the Christians captured Grenada, the last Moslem stronghold, they immediately expelled the Jews. They did not need us anymore. That has been the pattern throughout Jewish history. We Jews have been secure as long as we have been needed, so we have made sure we have been needed. In Christian countries, once the merchant and professional classes were large enough so that the king no longer felt that we were needed, they expelled us. We Jews have always known that to be needed is more important than to be loved, and moreover, to be needed, you had to be excellent. You had to be the best doctor, the best lawyer, the best accountant, etc. So we know the importance of excellence.

However, there is also the Jewish view that says that although excellence is important, and although we should all strive for excellence, we should not be disappointed when we do not achieve it. We Jews know that we cannot achieve perfection in this world. We should all strive for it, but if we do not achieve it, we should not be surprised. Unfortunately, in the bourgeois setting of America, this is not always understood. People strive for excellence, and when they do not achieve it, they are very disappointed, and many times they are especially disappointed in their children if they do not achieve it. It is like the old story of the boy or girl who brought home a report card with straight “A’s,” and the mother said, “Why didn’t you get ‘A+’s’?” In other words, even this high level of achievement was not worthwhile because it was not perfect. Perfection is something we cannot really achieve in this world. Perfection has a terrible effect on people who really think they are perfect. People who think they are perfect stop growing and they become stultified and self-righteous and smug and overbearing. Not only do they stop growing, but they start looking down at others and start finding fault mercilessly with other people. This is wrong.

This, of course, is why when a person came into contact with the dead, he became ritually unclean, because a person then would say, “What is the use of trying? What is the use of working for perfection? We are going to die anyway. Why do anything? Why try to accomplish anything? We can’t achieve anything in the long run anyway. The world is going to blow up in several billion years. Why should we work hard? Why should we try to excel?” This type of thinking is counter to Judaism. The dead body, in a certain sense, signifies this despair and also signifies a certain sense of perfection, of complete quietude, of complete coming to peace without doing anything at all. That is why the rabbis say a passive stance brings on ritual uncleanliness. That is why you have to wash your hands in the morning when you get up. It is not a full ritual uncleanliness, but it is a hint of ritual uncleanliness.

Ritual uncleanliness means anything which stops you from being creative. We are supposed to be G‑d’s partner in creation. We are supposed to help Him perfect his world. We are supposed to work very hard at it six days a week, and one day a week, on Shabbos, we are supposed to sit back and relax and enjoy the fruits of our creativity and take stock, so we can create better in the next six days. The essence of being Jewish is to be creative, to strive for perfection, even though we know that perfection will not come until the Messianic era. We know that eventually the sun will explode and the world with it, but we hope the Messiah will come beforehand so that this won’t happen. We know there will come a time when the world will be perfected, and that is the job of the Jew, to continue to work for this perfection. The ugliness of the world shouldn’t depress him and the thought and actuality of death should never deter him from still trying to be creative. It is through living a creative and moral life that he can fulfill his role as G‑d’s partner in creation. Those who came into contact with the dead, and thus became ritually unclean, naturally became depressed. The ashes of the red heifer reminded them that things can become better. Perfection can be attained. Those, on the other hand, who dealt with the red heifer on a daily basis came to believe that there is no reason to strive anymore because they had become perfect. These people stultified their own growth. They do not have to create anymore. But what’s worse, many times they feel that they can turn around and criticize others mercilessly, because they are perfect. They are wrong. No one is perfect. We all have problems to overcome.

That is why, too, the job of the high priest was to take the ashes off the altar. These ashes were not just ashes. They were embers. They still had fire in them. They could stll come to life again. What the Kohen Godol was supposed to do was to make sure that those people who had been beset by the problems of life should not be overcome by these problems, but that they should once again regain a creative state. The Kohen was supposed to offer them hope and allow them to once again find the source of their creativity, even though now they were bowed by the blows of life. He was supposed to fan these fires. He was supposed to turn these embers into a fire which would glow, not just like on a pyre, but as they would be on an altar. The altar symbolized in Judaism the willingness to sacrifice for others, the ability to reach out to others, to go beyond your problems. This type of fire, which starts on the altar, can turn into a menorah. .The menorah is different from an altar, because an altar consumes that which is upon it, but the light of a menorah is different. It illuminates the objects it touches. It does not destroy them. It just makes them better.

This, of course, is what happens in a marriage, too. A marriage is based on love, and love, of course, is compared to a fire. It should bring the best out of both spouses. It should illuminate their good qualities. It shouldn’t destroy them by bringing out the worst in them. Neither of the partners should think that they are perfect. Each of the partners should feel and know that they can still create better things within themselves and outside themselves because of their marriage. Marriage is a creative experience, both literally and figuratively. A marriage cannot succeed if one or the other of the partners thinks that he or she is perfect and the other spouse is not and it is his or her job to fix up the other spouse. Both of them have to work on their faults together. Each of them should realize that they are both growing, and that they have to help each other grow and become even more creative. They should be able to transmit their love from a fire into an altar where they are willing to sacrifice and help each other, and what’s more, they should be able to transmute it even further into a menorah, into a light which illuminates their positive aspects, as well as their negative aspects, so that they can continue to grow and to become a couple who can contribute much to the world and to their family, and not just only to themselves. They should illuminate each other and cause each other to grow.

That, of course, is one of the reasons why the high priest took the ashes off the altar, to make sure these embers would glow, that those who have problems should be encouraged to overcome their problems. A young couple will meet many problems in life, but together they can overcome all problems, if they remember that they are both growing, they are both trying to improve. The fire that burns in their hearts should illuminate each other’s positive qualities and help each of them overcome each of their negative qualities, so that they can build a happy marriage.

I am reminded of the story of two English judges who went out fishing on a lake. After fishing for a few hours, they looked at each other and said, “Oh, my goodness, we are fishing out of season.” They asked if they should turn themselves in, but decided not to since they will just go before judges like themselves. They decided to row to the shore and judge each other. So they rowed to the shore and one sat on a rock and the other said, “My lord, I have transgressed.” He asked how he would plead and he said guilty. The judge said, “In that case, I fine you five pounds.” Then they changed places and the judge said, “My lord, I have transgressed.” He asked what he did and he said he fished out of season. He asked what did he plead, and he said guilty. The judge said, “In that case, I fine you ten pounds.” The judge said, “Ten pounds! I remember a case very similar to this in which the fine was only five pounds.” The other judge replied, “Yes, I remember that case very well, too, but you know, there is just too much of this going on lately.” When we deal with each other, we have to deal with each other with kindness and compassion. We have to remember that we are all growing. None of us is perfect. If you feel that you are perfect, then you cannot grow and your relationships cannot grow and you cannot be happy. Let us all hope and pray that we all realize that we are all in the process of growing, so that we will all continue to grow.

SHMINI

Why Modern Man Can’t Pray

Many people have come to me and said, “Rabbi, I enjoy coming to shul to hear your sermons, but I am really not interested in the davening. Prayer really does not do anything for me. In fact, I find it very boring.” Why is it that many people today cannot pray? It is not the length of the prayers which deters them or the language of the prayers which deters them, because more people throughout the world pray in languages they do not understand than in languages they do understand. After the Catholic Church dropped Latin, their attendance dropped precipitously, and it is a well-known fact that in Judaism, most people who pray on a daily and weekly basis do so in Orthodox synagogues, where the prayers are all in Hebrew and much longer than in Reform synagogues, where the prayers are almost all in English and shorter. What deters most people from praying is that they feel no need to pray.

People have also asked me why it is that when Jews decide to return to religion, they almost always return to forms of strict Orthodoxy and not to other forms of Judaism. Perhaps the answer is that most Jews who belong to synagogues today do so not to fulfill a spiritual need, but to fulfill a social, cultural, national, political, or psychological need, but not a spiritual need. A person, when he wants to fulfill a spiritual need, seeks out people who have a similar spiritual need, and wants to learn from them how they have fulfilled their spiritual need. Most modern people have suppressed their spiritual need. We are living in an era of spiritual deprivation, probably because of the rapid explosion of material prosperity. Most modern people have been blinded to the fact that they need more than material things. There are so many new gadgets to try, so many new experiences that are opened up to us all because of the modern means of communication, that modern man is afraid that he will miss life if he does not grab hold of all the material and external possibilities open to him. Modern man has almost completely suppressed his inner life. He is also totally obsessed with things and with experiences outside of himself. He does not want to try to grasp the spiritual possibilities within himself or the world. There are really very few people who are interested in a spiritual life, and they are generally looked upon as “kooks.” People are afraid that a spiritual life will limit them and will force them to shut themselves off from the great unfolding, liberating possibilities of the new world, which has been made possible by the increased material prosperity.

Modern man cannot seem to pray because he has suppressed his need to achieve the holy. He has suppressed his need to connect himself with something more than himself. He has suppressed his need to touch the godly within himself and to stand in G‑d’s presence. This, of course, has had tragic results. It has caused many, especially young people, to feel totally alienated from themselves and from the world and has caused a dramatic increase in teenage. and college-age suicide. It has caused an entirely unrealistic view of marriage and other relationships, which has led to skyrocketing divorce rates and abandoned children and families.

Each of us needs to feel that we are not alone, that G‑d loves and cares for us, that there is more to life than things that we can measure or count. The rabbis teach us that this is why the number seven occurs over and over again in Judaism. Each of us lives in six physical dimensions: north, east, south, west, up and down. In this physical world, everything can be measured and counted, but this is not the only world in which we live. We also live in a spiritual world, the seventh dimension. That is what Shabbos, the seventh day, is all about. It is about affirming our spiritual dimension. We all need more than things that we can count or measure. We also need love, trust, kindness, compassion, and friendship.

That’s why when G‑d finished the world, the Torah uses the expression “Vayechal,” which in Hebrew means “G‑d finished but did not complete the world.” The world can be finished, meaning it can be physically finished, but it was not complete until G‑d created the Sabbath. We need more than physical things. We also need spiritual things: It is this spiritual deprivation which is causing a lot of the problems of modern man. Much of the violence and crime we see today is a protest against man’s loss of dignity and self-respect. Man is beginning to act like an animal because he sees himself only as an animal.

The purpose of prayer is to get us into contact with the holy, to elevate us, to reaffirm our spiritual nature, to tell us that we are important because G‑d has created us. Prayer tells us that we are G‑d’s partner in creation and that G‑d wants us to act in a dignified and self-respectful way, and that our life has meaning and purpose. It tells us that we are important because G‑d needs us. An ancient Jewish mystic said that we can meet G‑d in three dimensions. We can meet G‑d in time, in place, and in our person. We meet G‑d by setting aside special times. That is what Shabbos and the holidays are about. On Shabbos, every Jew knows that he is important. Every Jew is a king or a queen. We have dignity. We are not just important because we produce. We are important because G‑d has created us and loves us and cares for us. We must act in a moral way because if we act immorally, we will let G‑d down and G‑d is counting on us. G‑d sanctified the Sabbath, but in order to meet G‑d in the Sabbath, we have to sanctify it, too. G‑d has promised us that He will meet us in the Sabbath if we will sanctify it, too.

The same applies to prayer. We meet G‑d when we pray. It is preferable to pray in a synagogue, in a place which we have set aside to meet G‑d, because even before we have come to the synagogue, we have put ourselves in the correct frame of mind. We have expectations of meeting Him there. Modern man cannot pray because he does not expect to find G‑d in the synagogue. He does not come with the right frame of mind. He does not believe that G‑d can help him or will help him. He does not believe that G‑d is there, so therefore, he has not opened his heart to receive Him.

We also can feel the holy when we do mitzvahs with our person. There are many, many Jews who work so very hard for Israel and for the Jewish community. They gain nothing physical from it. They do not improve their businesses by working for Israel or the Jewish community. They do not even gain exotic experiences, but they do feel good by extending themselves for the Jewish people. They do gain something intangible. They, in effect, meet G‑d there. They encounter the holy. For the Jews in our generation, that seems the only way they can encounter the holy.

In the Torah portion Shmini, we talk about these things. On the eighth day of the dedication of the Tabernacle, Aaron was installed as the High Priest. The rabbis explain that the reason he was installed on the eighth day was because he had to experience the six dimensions of life, as well as the Shabbos, the seventh dimension of life, the spiritual dimension, before he could return to the weekday world and invest it with holiness. He had to be able to meet G‑d in the prayers, sacrifices, and mitzvahs he would do during the week on behalf of the people. Unfortunately, two of the sons of Aaron misinterpreted what the eighth day meant. They thought that there were not only seven dimensions in the world, but also eight. They thought that in order to achieve this eighth exalted, elevated spiritual experience, they had to indulge in extraordinary experiences like taking drugs or getting drunk or altering their senses in some way so that they could perceive this spiritual, elevated side of life. This was and is entirely against Judaism and they were struck down. Unfortunately, we have many young people today who are so spiritually deprived that they feel that the only way they can get a spiritual experience is to take drugs or involve themselves in other mind-altering experiences.

We Jews believe that we can encounter G‑d in life without having to resort to either drug-related behavior or ascetic, masochistic behavior. We just have to set aside time, space, and be willing to do mitzvahs. If we do that, we can encounter G‑d in life. Of course, there is a cost. In order to be holy, you must be willing to pay a price. In order to keep the Shabbos, you must be willing to forgo other activities and be willing to concentrate on the meaning of Shabbos and forsake all weekday activities on the Shabbos, but it is worth it. On Shabbos, you do feel elevated. Your life is changed.

The same is true of prayer. There is a cost. You cannot sit passively by. You must prepare yourself. You must open yourself up. You must believe that G‑d can help, that G‑d will help, and that G‑d wants us to help Him, and more than that, you have to realize that you need help. There is also a cost when you do mitzvahs. You must be willing to give unstintingly of your person and of your wealth in order to find the holy in the mundane tasks of helping your fellow man.

This, too, is one of the lessons of Pesach. G‑d is here. He can help, He does help, and He wants us to help Him, but we have to be willing to pay the cost. The Jewish people in Egypt recognized the hand of G‑d in the plagues, and they willingly turned to Him, but they also recognized that they had to do something, too. They had to reject Egyptian idolatry by sacrificing the lamb, which stood for everything evil in Egypt, before they would be worthy of redemption. They did succeed in encountering the holy in life because they were willing to pay the cost. We all can, too. We all can pray. We just have to learn how. May we all want to do so. Amen.

TAZRIA-METZORA

Principles, Ambiguity and the Nitty-Gritty

Pesach will soon be upon us. Many times I have heard people complain, why is it that we celebrate the holiday of freedom by changing dishes and changing our diet? What does this “pots and pans” Judaism have to do with freedom? There must be something the matter with Judaism. It seems to be more interested in the stomach than in the head. Besides, it is so much work to make Pesach. Why do we have to go through all this bother?

There are in the world today many types of Jews. There are Jews who are Jews only because their gentile neighbors will not accept them. I dare say that if the Soviet Communists would have accepted the Russian Jews and would not have put “Ivri” on their identity cards and would not have discriminated against them, most of the Russian Jews would have assimilated into Communist Russia. When the Communists took over, there was a feeling that a new day had dawned. Every group was to throw off its past and join in a brilliant new future which would not know anything of the discrimination and prejudices of the past. If only we Jews would throw off our religion and customs and ceremonies, just as the Russians were throwing off their ancient religion and ceremonies and customs, then together a new society and a new man could be created. This, of course, did not happen, but it took a while for our brethren in Russia to see this. The Communists did protect them from pogroms, but they severely restricted Jewish access to universities, high positions, etc.

Other Jews, confronted with the brilliant new achievements of the scientific and artistic world since the French Revolution, have concluded that much of Judaism is outmoded and untenable, and although they cannot accept other religions which-they think are even more outmoded and untenable than Judaism, they feel very defensive about Judaism. To a large extent they are self-hating Jews. These Jews mock their past and have a tendency to belittle everything that is Jewish and extol everything that is non‑Jewish. They, of course, have made a fundamental error. They do not realize that proportionately, the Jewish contribution to what they consider modern culture is greater than any other people. They have nothing to be ashamed of. All they have to do is study Jewish history and they would see how great the Jewish contribution to modern culture has been.

There are other Jews who are proud of their Jewishness. They know of the great contributions that. Jews and Judaism have made throughout the ages to the history of mankind, how most of the basic ideas of Western civilization are Jewish ideas, how many of the discoveries which made the modern world possible were the result of Jewish effort. Even the navigational instruments that Columbus used to discover America were invented by Spanish and Portuguese Jews. They are proud of their heritage, but to these Jews, Judaism is something to be proud of in the past, but it has no relevancy to the present and it can give no direction for the future.

“What does Judaism tell us to do which is different than what modern culture tells us to do?” they say. Why make an effort to maintain your Jewishness in free countries where you can assimilate? Yes, we do not feel inferior to anyone. We are not ashamed of anything Jewish. We are not ashamed to wear a yarmulka or say some Hebrew words, but why not intermarry? Why not give up certain Jewish practices if they interfere with our personal goals? Modern society’s aspirations and Jewish aspirations are the same and no one has ever claimed that in order to fulfill modern aspirations you have to be Jewish. Democracy, liberty, a compassionate society are the goals of the modern world, not just the exclusive goals of the Jew. At one time they may have been and we should be proud that we influenced the society at large to adopt these goals, but you do not have to be Jewish to believe in them and to help to achieve them.

Finally, we have Jews who believe that the world has not learned all that Judaism has to teach, and therefore, not just for ourselves or for our children do we have to continue to be Jewish, but also for the world. In fact, among this group of ‘Jews there are many, especially those who survived the Holocaust, who would doubt that the general society as a whole has adopted the Jewish values of a compassionate society. After all, weren’t the Nazis products of enlightened Germany? Weren’t most of them university graduates and from the best German families? To them, modern culture is a fake. It talks one way and acts another.

We today are living in exciting times, very dangerous and very exciting times. The Jews of the world are being confronted with many different challenges simultaneously. The terrible threatened pogroms in Russia show that a large part of at least Russian society has never accepted the Jewish view of a compassionate society. They want to kill or expel us as soon as possible. Our brethren are fleeing for their lives. We must each do whatever we can to save. them.

In the Torah portion Tazria-Metzora, which deals with leprosy, we learn about a garment which had some sort of parasitic infection which was very similar to the Biblical leprosy. We learn how after the Kohen had it washed and put it away for seven days, he was to inspect it. The Torah then states, “And if the plague has not changed its appearance and has not spread and changed its color ... it is unclean.” In Hebrew, the word for plague — “Nega” — is spelled Nun Gimel Ayin, and the word “has not changed in color” in Hebrew can also mean it has not changed its letter “Ayin.” The rabbis explain that if the letter “Ayin” has not changed and moved from the end of the word to the beginning of the word, then the garment is unclean. If you take the “Ayin” from the end of the word “Nega” and place it in the beginning of the word, it means “Oneg” — pleasure or joy. If a plague has not turned into a challenge, into a joy,. then it is unclean. In the modern world, we are confronted with many challenges, with many plagues. It is our responsibility to turn them into positive experiences. The excruciatingly painful can be turned into the joyful challenge if we will but grasp the opportunity.

It is also interesting to note how Biblical leprosy is ,described in the Torah. We learn that if a person has a white rising in his skin which has turned the hair in it white, that person should be declared provisionally unclean and should be put in quarantine. After the end of seven days he should be looked at again, and if he is now white all over, then the priest shall declare him clean, while if the whiteness has just spread to a few other parts of his body, he shall be declared unclean. This seems very strange. Why, if the leprosy has spread all over his body, is he declared clean, while if it has just spread to a few parts of his body, he is declared unclean?

Life is very strange and it is very complex. Judaism recognizes the ambiguity of life. The very same organs that produce life also produce filth. That’s why dirty jokes are so common, because we are very uncomfortable with the paradoxes of life. Life in all its nitty-gritty is something which does not appeal to us. Many of us can only deal with life if we can abstract from life those principles which are unambiguous and clear. We cannot deal with life’s ambiguities. We do not know how to change the plagues of life into joyful challenges. The body, itself, is very complex. We have certain bacteria in our intestines which help us digest our food, but which if they get into our blood stream, are deadly. That’s why in the old days, before penicillin, when a person ruptured his appendix or colon, there was no hope, but paradoxically, today it is from this same type of bacteria that geneticists are now producing insulin, insulin which will save people’s lives. Everyone knows, too, that smoking tobacco causes cancer and heart disease, etc., yet from the tobacco plant today they are producing very powerful cancer-deterring drugs.

In life, things are all mixed up. White, which here is a symptom of leprosy, throughout our tradition is usually a symbol of purity. On Yom Kippur, we wear white, and the Torah ark curtain and the Torah mantles are white. White is different from all other colors because all other colors of the spectrum are included in it. The rabbis say that the Biblical disease of leprosy came upon people when they spoke ill of others. In life, we have to recognize that love and hate, good and bad, are all intermingled. It is our job to direct all aspects of life in such a way that they will be harmonized and be directed toward the good. Even evil traits like anger can be redirected into indignation over poverty and society’s ills. Greed can be redirected into ambition, etc. In order to deal correctly with the world, we have to realize that all colors of the spectrum are included in the makeup of all people and all cultures. We cannot demonize them. People have good points and bad points; so do cultures. If we only say that we are good and everyone else is bad, we will have trouble. On the other hand, if we say that everyone else is good and we are bad, then we will have even more trouble. White must be spread all over. If we realize that all parts of society, including ourselves, contain good points and bad points, that they are intertwined, then we will end up treating everyone fairly and feeling good about ourselves. But if we fail to recognize the complexity of life, then we will end up acting horribly to others and be filled with all sorts of psychic diseases. Leprosy occurs when we stigmatize one part of society or one group as all bad. We have suffered from this tremendously. How many times have anti-Semites said, “Get rid of the Jews and everything will be perfect.”

Pesach teaches us that freedom is not an abstract concept which is easy to deal with. Freedom has limits. Freedom must be implemented in the real world. It is hard to earn a living in the world. It is hard to make the necessary sacrifices in order to maintain our integrity and our independence. Those Jews who sought freedom by assimilating into other peoples learned that this was impossible. They stigmatized the past as all false and ridiculous. They were the pure ones and the Jewish past, so to speak, had leprosy. Those Jews who thought the modern secular world had all the answers and that Judaism had nothing left to teach the world also had a form of leprosy, and those Jews who were proud of the past but who felt that Judaism gave no direction for the future were Jews too, who did not want to deal with the current plagues of mankind and who did not want to try to turn these plagues into challenging joys by using the insights of Judaism. They were not willing to see whether or not Judaism had something to say about the future. Also, those Jews who feel that there is nothing we can learn from the gentiles, who stigmatize all their accomplishments as worthless, also suffer from a form of leprosy. After all, Moshe Rabbeinu learned from Jethro.

Pesach teaches us that in order to be Jews, we must be Jews in all aspects of our lives. We must realize the ambiguity of life and deal with the nitty-gritty of life. We must remember that our eating habits do affect our minds and our moral actions. Failure to control our appetites leads to drug and alcohol abuse. Failure to control our desire for mastery leads to persecution and hatred. Freedom as an idea is beautiful, but it will never be realized unless it is applied to the nitty-gritty of life, to our personal habits, and to all our interpersonal relationships, husband and wife, children and parents, citizens and state, nation and nation, etc. The idea of freedom is wonderful, but what Pesach is teaching us is that without the “pots and pans,” without the nitty-gritty, it will never be implemented.

ACHARE MOS
Mentioning Yom Kippur at Pesach

Today we read the Torah portion Achare Mos. The rabbis have always arranged it that right around Pesach we read the Torah portion Achare Mos. It seems very strange that we should read this Torah portion around Pesach time, because the majority of the Torah portion of Achare Mos deals with the laws of Yom Kippur. Why is it that the rabbis have arranged it that we should read at Pesach time about the laws of Yom Kippur? Now, it is true that the two Jewish holidays that are celebrated by most Jews are Yom Kippur and Pesach. For example, in Houston, about 50% of the Jews are affiliated with congregations. This means that about 50% of the Jews in this community celebrate Yom Kippur, but Pesach is celebrated by even more. Surveys made in the United States indicate that between 75% and 80% of the Jews have some sort of a Seder. Jews, no matter how estranged they are from our people, seem to keep these two holidays when they keep nothing else — Pesach and Yom Kippur.

It is also true that these two holidays have several similarities, that before Pesach there is a special Shabbos, Shabbos Hagodol, and before Yom Kippur there is a special Shabbos, Shabbos Shuva, at which times the rabbi is supposed to make an extra long sermon, “drosha,” on the different aspects of the holidays. It is also true that on Yom Kippur we wear a kittel, a white robe, and traditionally at the Seder we also wear a kittel. It is also true that Erev Pesach has a special status in Halacha as does every Erev Yom Kippur, that these are not just days preceding the holiday, but actually have a special status in Jewish law. We know that Chol Hamoed Pesach really begins at 12:00 noon on Erev Pesach, that from 12:00 noon we are prohibited by the Torah from eating chometz, because it was at this time that the Korban Pesach was offered. We also know, too, that Erev Yom Kippur has a special status. We have a special meal that we eat before the fast. We all know that we start Kol Nidre when it is still Erev Yom, Kippur; otherwise we could not say Kol Nidre; because Kol Nidre has to do with annulling vows, and you can only do that before Yom Kippur, not on Yom Kippur itself. We also wear a tallis on Erev Yom Kippur, so there are certain similarities between Yom Kippur and Pesach; yet there are a lot of differences, too. After all, on Yom Kippur we do not eat and drink and anoint ourselves, while on Pesach we do eat and drink. We are commanded to drink the four cups of wine. We are commanded to eat certain foods, matzah, maror, etc., so there are significant differences, but why is it then that the rabbis have made sure that at Pesach time we always read about Yom Kippur?

It seems to me that the reason for this can be found in the Torah portion Achare Mos, where we read, “For on this date shall atonement be made for you to cleanse you from all your sins. Before the L-rd you shall be pure.” Based on this sentence, Rabbi Akiva said, “Happy are you, Israel, before whom do you purify yourselves, and who is it that purifies you? Your Father Who is in heaven. As it says in the Book of Ezekiel, ‘I will sprinkle clean water upon you and you shall be clean.’” In other words, there are two types of cleanliness in Judaism. That is why it is mentioned here twice “to cleanse you from all your sins” and “before the L-rd you shall be pure.” We know that a Jew in the ancient days, when he became ritually unclean, had to go to the mikvah, but there were two different basic types of ritual uncleanliness. If a person became ritually unclean by coming into contact with a dead rodent or a weasel, etc., he would immerse himself in the mikvah and that evening he would be clean. In fact, even touching a sefer Torah would make you ritually unclean, and you would have to dip in the mikvah. However, if you touched a human dead body, then you would be unclean for seven days, and you would have to be sprinkled on the third and seventh days with the ashes of the red heifer. But, there are two different types of uncleanliness, and when we are talking about ritual uncleanliness, of course, we are not talking about moral culpability, because you could become ritually unclean even when you did a mitzvah. Taking care of the dead is a big mitzvah, but you become ritually unclean. The high priest on the way to the service on Yom Kippur would be disqualified if he touched a dead body. However, if he found an unattended dead body, he was obliged to stop and take care of that unattended dead body, even though that would make him unfit to serve at the Yom Kippur service. So we see that ritual uncleanliness has nothing actually to do with immorality. What it has to do with is taking away the spirit of joy from a person, the verve of living, and making him depressed. When a person is depressed, he cannot be creative. He cannot feel that he can be G‑d’s partner in perfecting this world. One of the requirements in order to participate in the Temple service was to have this inner joy and to know that you could be G‑d’s partner in creation. Therefore, if you were ritually unclean, that meant that you could not be creative. Your creative processes were somehow diminished, and that, of course, explains why the rabbis say that when a person wakes up from sleep, he possesses a sixtieth part of ritual uncleanliness. That is why you have to wash your hands. When you sleep, you cannot be creative. It is a lessening of the creative ability because of depression which causes a person to become ritually unclean.

Sometimes we become ritually unclean, we lose our capacity to act because of internal factors, and sometimes because of external factors. Many times people say, “It is no use to do anything because we are persecuted. We are hounded. We are enslaved. Let’s give up.” This is what the Jewish people actually did in Egypt — the men did. If it would not have been for the women, the rabbis say, the Jewish people would never have been redeemed, because it was the women who gave the Jewish men spirit to continue when the men were ready to give up. So we see that many times our joy and verve can be taken away because of external circumstances. But it is also true that our joy of life and verve can be taken away because of internal circumstances, because of what goes on in our heads. We see that here in America, where people seem to have everything, but are all mixed up in their heads. They do not have that essential drive to go out and do things. They rely on drugs and alcohol to get them through the day because they do not have their heads together. They do not know what is important in life, and they are fazed by all sorts of teeny problems which really do not make any difference. The reason for that is that they have not straightened out what their values are. They do not know what is really important in life. Because of that, many times they concentrate only on themselves and they become more and more alienated, rather than attaching themselves to others and to wonderful ideas which cause them to find themselves.

So, actually, these are what the two holidays of Pesach and Yom Kippur are talking about. Yom Kippur is talking about getting yourself together, getting your head together, learning what your real values are, so you will not get involved in acting in a detrimental fashion to yourself and to others, making sure that you get in harmony with G‑d and His purposes. In fact, that is what they tell you when you to go Alcoholics Anonymous or other support groups, that people who do not have a strong belief in G‑d, who do not have a strong belief in a superior being, really do not have any reason then to bring themselves out of their alcoholic depression. They do not feel that their talents are worth developing. Why should they be creative? What good is it going to do anyway? But, if you know that G‑d is counting on you and that G‑d needs you and is dependent upon you, then you can accomplish great things and get rid of all your chemical dependencies, etc.

Basically, Yom Kippur is the holiday in which we immerse ourselves in the mikvah, ourselves. G‑d said He is going to help us, but it is really up to us to get our act together, our head together. When it comes to Pesach, on the other hand, that is the holiday in which we need the help of others, like when we have touched a dead body, we need to be sprinkled on the third and seventh day by somebody else. That is why we have a Seder together with our family and our friends, because in order to counteract the external threats to our creative abilities, we must have the help of others. In order to combat anti‑Semitism, in order to combat the terrible oppression which has come upon our people, we know we need each other’s help. We know that we have to help Israel, because unless we help Israel, we know that Israel is liable to be destroyed. We know what Arafat tells his own people. We know that he is not talking peace to his own people. He is talking about staged destruction of Israel. We know what many of the people in other countries want to do to the Jewish people, too. We Jewish people have always been creative. We have been the yeast in the dough. We have been the people who have actually helped the world with so many scientific discoveries, so many contributions to the arts and sciences. Behind every scientific discovery, usually, you will find a Jew working somewhere. So we know that we have much to offer the world, but we know we have also been harassed and enslaved.

Of course, that is the whole theme of Pesach. In every generation, they arise to destroy us, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hands. We need the help of others in order to withstand the external threats that surround us. But, why then do we read about Yom Kippur around the holiday of Pesach? To teach us that these two holidays are interwined, that you really cannot separate the external threat from the internal threat. We can be externally free from all threats and have the ability to be creative as Jews, but, because we do not have our heads together yet, because we have been assaulted by all sorts of alien forces and alien ideas, we ourselves do not know how to stand up for Jewish ideals anymore and we can destroy ourselves from within. That is, of course, why when we start Pesach, we search for the chometz, to teach us that although on Pesach we stress the external forces which hinder Jewish creativity and Jewish survival, we also have to worry about our individual heads, to make sure that we have the right values, to make sure we do not surrender the values of family that we have been talking about during this holiday, or the values of serving G‑d. We must not just be interested in fulfilling our own needs. It is important to be aware of the external forces that try to suppress us, but we also remember that we have to have our heads together, too.

On Yom Kippur, we just do not concentrate on the internal forces within ourselves. We demonstrate that we are concerned for the welfare of the community by coming to the synagogue, but the stress, of course, on Yom Kippur is on the individual. It is on making sure that the individual has his head on straight. Unfortunately, in America today, the Jewish people are very well cognizant of external forces, and we are very well organized through the ADL, the American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Congress. We all know that we have to help each other. We have a strong Federation, but we have sadly lacked the internal component. We have not stressed Jewish learning and Jewish ritual practice, which allows us to keep our heads on straight, which puts us in touch with right values, which allows us to be able to handle life without succumbing to all the pressures about us, which allows us to continue to serve G‑d with a whole heart. Unfortunately, we have not given enough attention to the internal situation of the Jew and what his values should be.

I am reminded of the story of a person who went to the doctor. He said, “Doctor, I can’t do this or this. Please find out what is wrong wih me.” So the doctor gave him an examination. After the examination, the man said, “Now, doctor, I don’t want to hear what I have in medical terms. I want to hear what I have in plain English. Tell me, what is the matter with me?” The doctor looked at him and said, “What is the matter with you is that you are lazy.” The man said, “Are you sure that is all that is wrong with me?” The doctor said yes and the man then said, “Well, in that case, tell me what the medical jargon for that is so I can tell my wife.” Unfortunately, in American Jewry, too, we are lazy in trying to develop the inner resources of each Jew, in order to confront the inner problems we have. The external forces we are dealing with. That is why Pesach is such a popular holiday. The internal forces we have not handled at all. We have not stressed enough Jewish learning and Jewish ritual practice. We have not stressed how Jewish ritual practice enchances life, how kashruth enhances one’s dignity and allows him to stand before man and G‑d with an inner sense of importance. We have not done enough in these areas. Let us hope and pray that we will soon, so that we will not be defeated by ourselves from the inside. Let us hope in the coming years, we Jewish people will survive both internally and externally, and the Mashiach will come. Amen.

KEDOSHIM
Family, Morality and Holiness

The question is often asked, do we need religion so that we can be moral, or do we need to be moral so that we can be religious? In America, we seem to feel that we need religion o that we can be moral. Religion in America is generally considered to be only a tool to elicit moral behavior. That is not the Jewish position. The Jewish position is that we need to be moral so we can be holy, so that we can feel G‑d’s presence, so that we can be religious. Even when we were slaves in Egypt, this point was clearly made. Moshe did not go before Pharaoh and say to him, “G‑d demands that you let my people go.” Instead, Moshe went to Pharaoh and said, “G‑d demands that you let my people go so that they may serve Me.”

We need to be moral so that we can be holy, religious. The keynote to Judaism has always been holiness. A Jew is supposed to feel G‑d’s presence in all of life. We are to feel His holiness at all times. We can especially feel His presence in marriage, family, aand the Shabbos. That is why marriage is referred to as Kiddushin, holiness. The Kiddush (again, holiness) opens the Shabbos, and the Kaddish (again, holiness) refers to lost family ties. Marriage, the family, and Shabbos enable us to feel holiness in Judaism. When we feel holiness, we know that life has purpose, that life has meaning. We cannot feel this holiness, Judaism states, unless we act morally. The only way we can feel G‑d’s presence is by first being moral.

Judaism would disagree with those who say-that the only purpose for Jewish rituals is to make us moral. It is true that Jewish rituals do make us more moral, but their purpose is not just to make us moral. Their purpose is primarily to get us in contact with G‑d, with the meaning of life, to make us feel life’s holiness. We cannot feel this holiness, this inner essence, if we are not moral. If a Jew wants to shuck off morality, then usually the first thing that he does is to attack the family. The fountainhead, the bastion of Jewish morality, has always been the family. When Jews shuck off Jewish morality, they shuck off their family first.

The Torah portion Kedoshim, which again means holiness, begins, “And G‑d spoke to Moshe saying, ‘Speak to all the congregation of the Sons of Israel and you shall say to them, “Holy you shall be because Holy am I, the L-rd your G‑d.’” The very next words are, ‘A man should respect his father and his mother and My Sabbaths you shall keep. I am the L-rd your G‑d.” In order to be holy, you must safeguard the ideals of the family. The sin that the Jewish people committed by worshipping the golden calf, the rabbis teach us, was not the sin of bowing down to an idol, but the sin of wanting to destroy the Jewish family. They wanted to loosen the bonds which they had just taken upon themselves at Mount Sinai. After Sinai, the Jewish family structure was tightened. Whom you could marry, what your family responsibilities were, was made more rigorous. Many Jews then felt that they should go back to the old system, which was a looser system, where they did not have to worry so much about parents and family and children. They just wanted to satisfy themselves. They just wanted to do what they felt like doing. This, unfortunately, is true of many people in our own day, who feel that they should no longer have to be committed to their family, to their children, to their wife, to their parents, to their in-laws, etc., that their only commitment should be to themselves and to their own personal growth. In Judaism, we say it is impossible to have any personal growth unless you fulfill your responsibilities to your family.

Unfortunately, in America today, the idea that you cannot have any true personal growth, any real religious experiences unless you are devoted and committed to family, is not believed. In the United States today, 25% of the children live in poverty. Why do they live in poverty? Because fathers have decided that they do not want to support their children. They have decided that the money that they make should only be used for themselves. Statistics teach us that one year after a divorce, the man’s income increases 75% and the woman’s income decreases 75%. According to Judaism, women should want to have children and men should want to support their children. This means that each of them has distinct responsibilities. Even Betty Friedan, in her latest book, recognizes this. She writes that just because women have special needs, this does not mean that they are not equal. Of course, women have special needs in the workplace. They have to have child care: They have to have pregnancy leave, etc. This does not mean, though, that they should not have equal job opportunity, equal pay, etc. Sitting together, opening doors, does not ensure that a family will be strong. What ensures that a family will be strong is commitment, is responsibility’ is devotion. A husband should be willing to support his family.

This, unfortunately, is lacking today. We learn that the two eldest sons of Aaron, Nodov and Avihu, were struck down when they offered strange fire to G‑d on the day when the Tabernacle in the wilderness was dedicated. The rabbis say that one of the reasons that they were struck down was because they felt they did not have to be married. They just wanted to devote themselves to G‑d. This, the rabbis say, was their strange fire. They did not want to assume their role as husband and father. Because they did not want to assume the responsibilities of marriage, they perished. According to our tradition, Adam was originally both man and woman, androgynous, hermaphrodite. Adam, though, as both man and woman, was lonely. Adam had no one to give to, and therefore, G‑d split Adam in half. Judaism teaches that a man needs a woman and a woman needs a man. That is the basis of Judaism — marriage and family. Women should want to be women, and men should want to be men. Unfortunately, in our day, many men do not want to be men.

Doctors have reported that one-third of their male patients are homosexuals. It is not true that all homosexuals are born that way. Men can go either way. In ancient Sparta, all men were homosexuals. Boys were trained to be homosexuals from a very young age, because ancient Sparta believed that they would fight better if they could fight side by side with their lovers. That, they believed, was the secret of Sparta’s military success. Men and women in Sparta only got together once a year to have babies. They did not have enough babies, though, and that is one of the reasons Sparta declined. It was even said about Julius Caesar that, “He was every man’s woman and every woman’s man.” Many men become homosexuals today because they do not want the responsibility of a family and marriage, and many women, too, shun marriage because they do not want to have children. This is contrary to Jewish belief, which says that women should want to have children and men should want to support their children.

Recently, when a large corporation began paying year-end bonuses to their workers, several states intervened and said that since many of these men had not paid child support, they were going to confiscate this money and give it to the children of these men. Several of these men got on the television and said, “How can they do such a thing? It’s my money. I earned it. I don’t have to give it to anybody.” They did not even want to support their children. What a terrible commentary on our times! Judaism does not try to deny that when it comes to the biological preservation of the species, men and women have different roles. Women should want to be women, and men should want to be men. Even Margaret Mead, in one of the last articles she wrote before she died, commented that in her opinion, one of the most serious problems in our society is the lack of sexual identity, and she even advocated separate schools for teenage boys and girls so that they should develop distinct sexual identities. Too often today, sexual identities have become blurred. Women no longer feel that they should have children, and men no longer feel that they should support their children.

Judaism has always believed that women can have a career and has even encouraged women to do so. In Europe, many of the most prominent business people were women. The women in the traditional Jewish family controlled the money and the sex, and the men got an aliyah. In Judaism, there is no reason why a woman cannot work. However, women should also be willing to have children, and men should be willing to support their children.

In the Torah portion Kedoshim, we learn how the family is the basis of all morality and all holiness, that if we want to really reach G‑d, we can only do it through family life. This is stressed over and over again. That is why one of the worst sins is destroying the family. That is why adultery is considered an even more severe offense than rape, because adultery can destroy the family. We must maintain the family because only within the family do both a husband and wife find completeness, and only in a family do we learn how to reach out and how to share with others and how to be compassionate and giving people. It is very important that the family be maintained. That is why, too, Judaism abhors incest and bans marriages between certain relatives to make sure that the family will retain its cohesiveness and not be plagued with problems within it. Judaism teaches us that we can all be holy. We can all become holy if we will act morally and if we will be willing to have and support a family and to participate in Jewish rituals.

Family in Judaism has always included one’s parents and in‑laws. It is inconceivable that any seriously religious Jew could ever say, “I wish my in-laws would not come to visit us. Let them stay where they are. I don’t want them here.” The very basis of Judaism is honoring one’s parents and this includes in-laws. Your in-laws have every right to come and visit you. Grandparents have a right to see their children and grandchildren. Even if they are obnoxious people, they have this right and they should always be treated graciously and with respect.

We should always remember that the basis of Judaism is family. We must uphold it. We must support it. We must make sure that our children want to get married by teaching them that the positive aspects of marriage far outweigh the negative aspects. We must teach our children that they should have children, and we must teach them that they must always respect their parents and their future in-laws. Only in this way will Judaism survive and will we each be able to feel holiness in life.

G‑d first touched the lives of all Jews the night of the Exodus from Egypt. Every Jew then felt G‑d’s presence as the angel of death passed over their homes. Let us always remember that they were gathered that night as families. They felt G‑d’s presence only because they were gathered together as families. To this very day, we celebrate Pesach by gathering together as families. May we all continue to feel G‑d’s presence because we still gather together as families.

EMOR
The Covenant and the Calendar

We all know that we are the Children of the Covenant. That is what the name B’nai B’rith means. Judaism is based on a covenant between man and G‑d. This covenant delineates the role that we Jews must play in the world, how we are to interact with G‑d and with nature and with each other in order to make this a better world.

Our covenantal responsibilities are also interwoven with the Jewish calendar. Without a Jewish calendar it is impossible to practice Judaism. One of the first things that the Russian Jews asked for from visitors at the beginning of the Refusenik movement was a calendar. In fact, the very first commandment that G‑d gave the Jewish people was the commandment to make a calendar. Why should this have been the first commandment given to the Jewish people as a whole? Why are our covenantal responsibilities interwoven with the Jewish calendar?

Our religion teaches us how we are to live in this world. It teaches us how the Jew is to play his role in the covenant. It is the calendar which demonstrates to us what our role is in the covenant. There are two distinct types of Jewish holidays. There is Shabbos, the seventh day of the week, and there are the other holidays: Pesach, Shavuos, Rosh Hashonna, Yom Kippur, Succos. Shabbos occurs irrespective of man. G‑d created the Shabbos and every seventh day has to be Shabbos. Shabbos stands for the immutable laws of G‑d which exist in the moral sphere, as well as the physical sphere. We cannot change the laws of gravity or the laws of thermodynamics or the laws of electromagnetics or the Ten Commandments. We can adapt to them, but we cannot change them.

When it comes to the other holidays, they do not exist irrespective of man. We have been given the task of declaring the new moon; and, based upon our declaration of the new moon, the holidays occur. When the holidays occur is dependent upon us. Rosh Chodesh, or the new moon, can occur on either of two days, since the moon has a 29½‑day cycle. The appearance of the moon can vary as much as thirteen hours from the time of its average appearance. Predicting the precise appearance of the moon is very complicated, since we must take into account the celestial movements of not only the moon, but also of the sun and of the earth. Also, when we declare when the new month is, we can take into account more than astronomical factors. We can make sure that Yom Kippur will never come out on a Friday or a Sunday. It would be too difficult to have two Shabbos‑like days fall one after another, especially in the days before refrigeration.

We also declare when the leap years occur. Nisan, we know, must always be the first month, and Pesach must always be in the spring. Since there are only 354 days in the lunar year, this means that, on average, the lunar calendar loses eleven days every year as compared to the solar year. Pesach would soon occur in the summer and then the fall and then the winter. The Moslems, in fact, have such a calendar and their holidays occur at all different times during the year. The Torah tells us that our holidays must occur in particular seasons. This means that seven out of every nineteen years we have to have a leap year, and we have to add an extra month. The rabbis, here too, are not just bound by celestial mechanics in determining whether or not to add a leap year. They can take into account all sorts of extraneous factors. For example, if the previous winter had been a very severe one so that the crops did not come up, making it impossible to bring the omer, the first offering of barley, to the Temple, the rabbis could declare a leap year. Or, for example, if there had been hard winter rains which wiped out the bridges so that the pilgrims could not come up to Jerusalem for Pesach, then they could also declare a leap year. The rabbis were not just to look at the law. They were also supposed to look at the people and the conditions of the people.

When it comes to the holidays, G‑d and man are partners and the Jewish people have an input. We have a part to play. The Halacha here has a certain amount of ambiguity. We have to look at the law, but also we have to look at the people. However, we do not have complete license to do what we want to do. We still can only have seven leap years every nineteen years. We still can only play with one or two days every month in determining the new month. We cannot do anything we want. We cannot decide that since Shavuos is not a holiday which is celebrated too widely today, we will combine it with the Fourth of July so that more people will celebrate it. We cannot say that since it would be easier to have Rosh Hashonna in December, we will make it in December. We have a part to play in determining the Halacha, but not a big part. Our part is circumscribed. We have a little bit of leeway, but not complete license to do what we want. This is similar to a teacher who perhaps can give a student who got an 89 or 88½ an “A” on a test, but he cannot give a student an “A” who got an 82 on the test. There is a limit.

Today, that is one of the main distinctions between the various groups in Judaism. There are many people who say that Judaism is just whatever the Jewish people say Judaism is, that all we have to do is to look at the people, and the people should decide what Judaism is. This, of course, is absurd. We know that in the time of Elijah the Prophet only 3,000 people had not bowed down to Baal. Does that mean that Judaism was what the overwhelming majority of Jewish people thought it was when they worshipped Baal? Judaism is not the creation of the Jewish people. True, we Jews have a part to play in forming Judaism, but a small part, not a big part. On certain issues that correspond to Shabbos, we actually have nothing to say. We can never justify murder or idol worship or incest. In other areas there is a certain ambiguity, a certain grayness, but it is limited. For example, during the Holocaust, when people were hungry and hiding in the woods, there was nothing wrong with them stealing potatoes. In order to save your life you could steal a potato, but in America today, with its opportunity and its charitable programs, it is 100% wrong to steal. The covenant means that we have a part to play in certain limited situations, but we cannot do everything we want to do or justify everything that others do or would like to do.

That, of course, is one of the reasons why politicians have a bad name. They cater to the people and try to tell them that all their dreams can come true, even though we all know that this is impossible. You cannot have a strong defense without paying taxes. You cannot cut trade deficits and budget deficits without inflicting some pain. We just cannot do everything we want to do. In Jewish law, it is true we have an input, but it is similar to the input an assembly‑line worker has on how a car is made. The major criteria for how a car is made are decided by the design department, the engineering department. An assembly-line worker has some input, but he does not have the sole determining input as to how the car should be made.

We do not believe, as groups on the left do, that Judaism is a creation of the Jewish people, that the people have the only input. On the other hand, we do not believe as some groups on the right do, that we do not have any input at all, and that Judaism should be frozen in the eleventh or twelfth century.

These ideas are enunciated in the Torah portion Emor, where we learn that the Jewish people have an input into determining the holidays. It says, “Speak unto the Children of Israel and you shall say to them, ‘The holidays of G‑d which you shall call them are holy convocations, these they are My holidays.”‘ In other words, we Jewish people first determine when these holidays occur and then they become G‑d’s holidays. However, when G‑d speaks about the Shabbos, it says, “Shabbos is to G‑d in all your habitations.” Shabbos is different from the other holidays. There are certain things in life where we do not even have any input at all, which are symbolized by the Shabbos. In most things, though, we do have an input.

That’s why in the next sentence it says, “These are the holidays of G‑d, the holy convocations which you shall call them in their time.” Immediately after the holidays, we learn again how the Jewish people were to light the menorah in the Tabernacle. The menorah was to burn continually. The Jewish people, if they celebrate the holidays correctly, will ensure that the light of Judaism, the menorah, will burn continually. If we Jews realize that we play a role, an important role, but not the only or major role in the covenant, then we will be able to be faithful to our traditions.

Our holidays also teach us that there are four main ideas which we must inculcate into our chldren and believe ourselves if Judaism is to survive. One is the willingness to be different. Every holiday kiddush speaks about the fact that G‑d has chosen us to be different, and the holidays proclaim the willingness of the Jew to stand up to his environment and say, “I am different. My holidays are different, and I am proud of them.” Two, that it is not enough for the Jew to say he is different and be willing to stand against the establishment; he also must believe that the Jewish message is unique and one which the world needs badly. This Jewish message is embedded in each of the Jewish holidays. Pesach proclaims the message of freedom; Shavuos, the message of responsibility; Succos, the message of hope; Rosh Hashonna, the message of accountability; and Yom Kippur, the message that we all have the ability to change and improve. Our holidays teach these concepts, and these concepts are what we must teach the world. Three, our holidays teach us that spiritual values are more important than material values. We must be willing to sacrifice money to celebrate our holidays. On all holidays, we are told not to work. “All work you shall not do.” Finally, these holidays bring us close to G‑d and help us redeem the world. That is why on all these holidays we were to bring special sacrifices. These sacrifices were meant to bring us closer to G‑d, give us inner joy and happiness, and declare our readiness to help G‑d redeem the world.

The calendar, then, in Jewish life is essential because it teaches us how we are to observe our covenant with G‑d. It teaches us that we have an input into this covenant, and it teaches us that in order to make this input, we must be willing to be different, to stand for Jewish values, to put spiritual values ahead of material values, and finally to feel close to G‑d and help Him redeem the world, This will not only fill our lives with joy and meaning, but also allow us to fulfill our covenantal responsibilities. May our devotion to the Jewish calendar allow us to fulfill our covenantal responsibilities better and feel G‑d’s presence always.

BEHAR
The Importance of Redeeming the Captive

One of the basic Jewish principles is Kol Yisroel Araivim Zeh Lazeh, all Jews are responsible one for another. We know that if we do not take care of our own, nobody else will. Throughout Jewish history, it has been the responsibility of every Jew to come to the aid of every other Jew when they were in trouble. It is even recorded in the Shulchan Orech (the code of Jewish law) that you are allowed to sell a sefer Torah in order to redeem captive Jews, that you are allowed to divert money which was collected to build a synagogue and to support the poor to redeem captives. When people’s lives are at stake, you can even sell the brick and boards you have purchased to build a synagogue. The rabbis go so far as to say that every moment a person delays redeeming the captives, where it is possible to do so, it is considered as if he shed blood. This they learn from the Torah portion Behar, where it says, “You shall not rule over them with vigor but you shall fear your G‑d.” A Jewish court is also empowered to exercise the power of eminent domain in order to raise the money necessary to free captives.

We are living in an exciting era. No one would ever have believed that the events that have transpired this year would occur in our lifetimes. Communism has collapsed, the Berlin Wall has come down, and Russia is freely letting its Jews leave. Over one million Russian Jews have already applied for visas to leave Russia. Israel expects an exodus of 200,000 Jews to make aliyah this year alone. It is estimated that in the next three years, 750,000 Russian Jews will make aliyah. Russia has always been an anti‑Semitic land. Ivan the Terrible was the first czar to completely exclude Jews from Russia. In 1563, when his troops took the Polish town of Polotzk, he ordered all the Jews to either submit to baptism or be drowned. The beginning of the Romanov dynasty in 1613 was marked by a proclamation which stigmatized the previous ruler, Demitrius the First, as having brought with him from Poland, not only heretics, but even “Jews, the G‑d killers.” No Jews were allowed in Russia until the first partition of Poland in 1772, when 100,000 Jews of White Russia became part of Russia. It was then that the infamous Pale of Settlement was decided on. Jews could only live in those parts of Russia which had originally been ruled by Poland. Jews were also discriminated against by being banned from owning land, from joining the professions, etc. Periodic pogroms were also unleashed against our people. It was ingrained in the Russian culture that to be a good Russian nationalist, you had to be anti-Jewish.

This same attitude is now found in all the strong Russian nationalist movements today. Pamyat openly blames the Jews for all of Lenin’s and Stalin’s excesses, openly blames the Jews for the gulags, etc. The Jewish people have been warned that their fate under a Russian nationalist government will be even worse than it was under the czars, that Ivan the Terrible’s policy of excluding all Jews from Russia was the right policy. The Jews in Russia are scared. They know that in the past, Russian nationalists have meant what they said when they have told our people to either get out, be baptized or be killed. The most vicious anti-Semitic document in modern history, the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” was commissioned by the Russian secret police under the czar. The overwhelming majority of American Jews are here in America because of the czarist anti‑Semitic policies. Either our parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents left Russia because they knew that Russian nationalists meant it when they said to either get out or be killed. The Chief Rabbinate in Israel has ruled that planes carrying Russian Jews to Israel may land on Shabbat. The reason is because “Pikuach Nefesh Dochay Et Shabbat,” the saving of the human life takes precedence over the Sabbath. We all know that with the rapid changes taking place in Russia, there is a lot of turmoil, and that we Jews are the natural scapegoat. Already, Jews have been beaten up and killed in Russia. There have already been pogroms in certain cities. The Russian government and the KGB have assured us that they will not permit anti-Semitism to get out of hand, but Gorbachev has appointed to his Presidential Council several known anti-Semites.

The situation now is very, very dangerous. We dare not delay even for an instant. We must get out as many Jews as possible from Russia. In Hebrew, the word “Domeem” means blood, money and silence. Jewish blood will flow in Russia if we do not raise the required amount of money to rescue them, and if we remain silent in the face of this challenge, we will be damned by the accusation that we could have done something, but we did not, as were the world leaders and even the American Jewish community of the 1930’s and 1940’s. David Wyman, in his book “The Abandonment of the Jews,” points out that in the 1930’s and 1940’s, American Jewry’s efforts to save the European Jewish community before the Holocaust were hampered by a lack of unity and a preoccupation with trivial matters. Prominent American Jews were painfully silent. The striking parallels between those days and our days is obvious. If we do not help today, we will be damned tomorrow. We must put aside our trivial differences and organizational infighting, and resolve to do everything we can to save Jewish lives. We cannot afford to be complacent. The rescuing of Jews now through Operation Exodus is a moral imperative, and no one can be neutral. Our Jewish commitment is now being put to the test. World Jewry is being asked to give $600 million Pidyan Shevuyim to rescue our fellow Jews. Four hundred and twenty million of this has been assigned to American Jewry. We must not fail in this task of raising this money.

We know that Israel was created primarily to save Jewish lives. We also hope that Israel will also be a society which will be a light unto the nations, but that is not its main purpose. Its main purpose is to save lives. The United States will not take in a million Jews; neither will any other country. It is true that the United States has committed itself to take in 40,000 Jews this year, and we in the American Jewish community are actively now engaged in welcoming them, housing and educating them, and in strengthening their Jewish commitment. The only country that is prepared to take all three million Russian Jews is Israel. There is a big difference between being a persecuted person who has a place to go, and being a persecuted person who has no place to go. The Holocaust taught us that. Millions could have been saved if there were an Israel then. Thank G‑d, there is an Israel now. Let’s all do our share. Let’s all fulfill this great moral imperative. Israel is going to need all our help. Its economic, social structure, educational institutions, and so forth, are going to be stressed to the nth degree. The Arabs, too, are not going to relent in their opposition to the Jewish State. They know that if a million Jews come to Israel, their dream of wiping out Israel will fade further from reality. They also know that demographically, they will have no chance of making Israel more Arab than Jewish. Israel will have to keep her defenses, though, to make sure that no Arab country tries to deliver the knockout blow before these immigrants can come.

How many geniuses are there among these immigrants who will add to the world culture? How many Einsteins, Chagalls, Salks, Bellows, Freuds, and Agnons are among these immigrants who will not only add to the culture of Israel, but will add to the culture of the world? The immigrants that are coming are composed mainly of professional, educated people. Their contribution to the sciences, music, and arts of mankind can be enormous. They also will be a force for strengthening Judaism. By and large; most of them want to increase their Jewish commitment. They will inspire us to be more committed, too.

Operation Exodus is the great mitzvah of our time. We must waste no time fulfilling our Jewish responsibilities. As the Shulchan Orech says (Yoreh Daeh 242:3), “Any person who delays the redemption of a captive even for a minute is considered as if he shed blood.” Let none of us be silent in the face of this challenge. Let there be no blood on our hands. Let there be no hesitation, no delays, no pettiness, no turf fights, no theological squabbles, nothing but dedicated efforts to save Russian Jewry. Let’s get them out as fast as we can. Let’s save them now, now, now!

BECHUKOSAI

Morality and the Intertwining of Love and Hate

Today many people make a tragic mistake, They believe that people will act morally naturally, that people do not need training in order to be moral. They believe that in order o be a doctor or a lawyer or an accountant or a typist or electrician or plumber, you need training, but that in order to be moral no training is necessary. People are born moral. This is a false belief and is leading to tragic consequences. We today have rid our public school system completely of values, of moral training, which means that most of our young people today are growing up without any moral training at all. This is taking a terrible toll on society. We see how crime in America is rampant, primarily because many young people have never had their conscience, their moral sense, developed. They do not feel that it is wrong to either abuse themselves or others. Recently, they took a survey in a large midwestern city and found that almost all the young people that they interviewed felt that there was nothing wrong with ripping off old people or shoplifting. These young people believed that the only crime is getting caught. They believed that if someone has an opportunity to take advantage of other people, he should do so. Because morality has not been inculcated in these young people, they have no sense of right and wrong, and because they have no sense of right and wrong, they act in a totally amoral fashion. They feel that they have a right to do whatever they feel like doing and no one has a right to interfere with them. After all, they say, “What right do you have to impose your rules on me? If I want to take a chance of getting caught, why is it your business? Don’t tell me what to do.”

This idea that people do not need moral training derives from the belief held by many today that man is born good. This flies in the face of the Jewish belief that man is born neither good nor bad. It is up to man to decide how he wants to be. Man can be evil or he can be good. G‑d has given us all the power we need in order to be good, but we have to be willing to exercise it. If we are not willing to exercise the good within us, then the evil will take over. Man has been given a choice. We can choose either to do good or to do evil. It is up to us. We will not naturally do good, and we will not naturally do evil. We are born neutral, and therefore, it is up to us to learn how to do good, how to choose to do the right thing.

That, of course, is the purpose of Jewish education. The purpose of Jewish education is to make us want to do what we ought to do, but in order to know what we ought to do, we have to be taught values. We have to be taught right from wrong. This is sometimes very difficult because not everybody is born with the same moral capacity. Just as each of us has different physical capacities, some people can run fast, others cannot, some have extraordinary musical abilities, others cannot even carry a tune, some people have mathematical skills, others have almost none, some people have manual dexterity, others have almost none, so too, each of us has different spiritual and moral capacities as well. Some people do not have much of a moral sense, and unless they are trained when they are young to develop their moral sense, they are going to grow up to be criminals. Unfortunately, I have seen many young people who have no moral sense at all. They have no compunction at all about harming another person if it will benefit them. Some youngsters are born soft-hearted and would not want to hurt anyone, but other youngsters have no such compunctions. They see nothing wrong in hurting their siblings or other children in order to get their way. We all know of youngsters who delight in torturing animals. We have to be very careful that we give these children early moral training; otherwise, when they get older, they will have no inner control, no developed conscience, and will become criminals. I have seen youngsters even in nursery school who have no moral sense, and unless they are given moral training, they are going to be a threat to society when they grow up. It is very important that we recognize the importance of teaching morality from the earliest years.

In a certain sense, this was the basis of Chassidism. Chassidism postulated the idea that different people had different qualities of soul, and that the purpose of the rebbe was to help each of his disciples develop his soul to the fullest. Because the rebbe had a “Gute Neshoma,” a soul which was sympathetic and empathetic, he could help his disciples bring out the best in themselves and help them encounter the Divine within themselves and within the world. He also had a highly developed sense of right and wrong which would enable him to delve into his disciples’ characters and show them what they had to do in order to lead a moral life. We all know people who are very intuitive and empathetic and who can help us achieve the best within ourselves. We all know that their insights are very valuable and can help us develop our moral sense, but in our day, we have neglected all moral training, formal or informal. We have somehow thought that people will always do the right thing, that their conscience will bother them if they do not, but unfortunately, many people do not have a conscience or the conscience they do have is very limited. It is the purpose of religious education to enlarge that conscience, to make people want to do what they ought to do.

In the Torah portion Bechukosai, we talk about these things. We talk about what will come upon the Jewish people if we do follow the laws of the Torah and what will come- upon us if we do not follow the laws of the Torah. The highest reward that will come to the Jewish people if we follow the laws of the Torah is, “And I will put My sanctuary in your midst, and My soul will not be disgusted with you.” We can understand when G‑d said, “ I will put My sanctuary in your midst,” but why does the Torah say, “My soul will not be disgusted with you”? And later when it talks about how the Jewish people will not observe the commandments, the Torah says, “And if My laws you will despise and if My judgments will disgust your souls not to do all My mitzvahs to break My treaty, and even I will do this to you . . . “ and then it mentions all the terrible curses that will come upon the Jewish people. It seems strange that the expression “disgust” is used. What does disgust have to do with moral behavior?

It seems to me that the Torah here is telling us something very important about human nature, and that is that in every relationship there is love and hate all mixed up together. The rabbis ask the question, why is it that when Adam and Eve were told not to eat from the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, they did not first eat from the tree of life so that they would be assured that death could not come upon them if they did eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil later on? The rabbis answer by saying that Adam and Eve could not eat from the tree of life because the tree of life was intertwined with the tree of knowledge of good and evil. In other words, that it is impossible in life to be in any situation in which hatred and love are not intertwined, in which we do not have conflicting emotions, and in which these conflicting emotions will not lead us to do all sorts of terrible things unless we have moral restraints. Children both love and hate their parents, and parents, too, many times both love and resent their children. They resent their children because their children stop them from doing things, from accomplishing certain things. That is why the extended family is so important. It stopped the mother from resenting her own child because the grandmother or aunt took care of the child so the woman could get away for an hour or two to attend to her own needs. But many times, especially when the demands of any relationship become so overwhelming, then our negative emotions come to the fore, and unless we have a strong moral structure to deal with these emotions, we may do terrible things.

There is a very strange Jewish law that says when a parent dies and you inherit property, you should say Shehecheyanu. At first glance, this seems to be a terrible law. Shehecheyanu is a prayer which is usually reserved only for a happy occasion. On reflection, though, we can understand why this prayer was ordained to be said. In the olden days, a prince could not become a king until his father died, and the prince probably on occasion wished his father would die. After all, he could never leave his mark on the world until his father died. He also probably felt very guilty for these thoughts. There is always love and hate in every relationship. We are not to feel guilty about this because that is the way of the world. The tree of knowledge of good and evil is intertwined with life. The rabbis, therefore, ordained the saying of Shehecheyanu. However, if we act on these evil thoughts, then we pollute our souls and G‑d becomes disgusted with us. G‑d tells us that we should do the right thing, that the emotions He gave us are good and proper as long as we know how to measure them properly. Man has a responsibility to himself. He has a responsibility to others and to G‑d, but they all have to be intertwined and balanced. When they get out of balance, that is when sin occurs. That is when problems occur.

Unfortunately, today people do not know how to handle these conflicting emotions. That is why we have child abuse and parent abuse. We all have heard of cases where children have abused their elderly parents so they could get their social security checks. We have wife-beating and spouse abuse. Why do they occur now? People are out of sync, out of whack with their emotions. They have decided that Jewish laws are not relevant. They do not need them, that “My laws you will despise and My laws will disgust your souls.” In other words, spiritually we have failed to develop our souls, to develop our moral sense so that we will not fall prey to our conflicting emotions. We somehow think that children will always love their parents, that people will always do the right things, that people will always not want to steal or shoplift, but it is not so. Unless people are trained on an individual basis, they will do bad things, and this training must vary from individual to individual. If we see that a certain person is born with a small conscience, we have to make sure that we enlarge his conscience, that this person understands that acts have consequences.

That, of course, is what this Torah portion is talking about — that acts have consequences. Unfortunately, there are many people, especially people who have grown up in a permissive society, who do not believe that their acts have consequences. They know that they can stultify their physical growth by not using parts of their body, but they do not believe that they can stultify their soul by not using and developing it, too. The way we develop our soul is by doing mitzvahs with all the parts of our body. Doing mitzvahs with all the parts of our body allows us to absorb the values of Judaism into our very being. When it comes to life, we cannot assume that people will act morally naturally. People have to be trained to act morally, and if people are not trained morally, they will have a very difficult time acting morally. It is not just through stating a few platitudes or expressing a few words that this moral training can occur. It can only occur if we learn how to handle our conflicting emotions. If we will all realize that although good and evil are inextricably intertwined with life in the world, they can be sorted out if we learn how to balance our responsibilities to G‑d, to ourselves, and others. It is not easy, but it can be done, but we all need training. That is what Torah study is all about. It trains us how to lead a moral life. One is never too young to begin, and it is a process which is never completed. We must all learn throughout life. May we all never stop learning. Amen.

BAMIDBAR
Is It Hard to Be a Jew?

Probably more harm was done to Jewish life in America by the Yiddish phrase, “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid,” which means “It’s hard to be a Jew” than almost anything else. This phrase, “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid,” was misused by many people to justify their giving up on Jewish tradition. It is just too hard to be a Jew, they alibied, or as Tevya said in “Fiddler on the Roof,” “G‑d, I know that we are the chosen people, but couldn’t You choose somebody else now?” This phrase revealed a huge Jewish inferiority complex. Originally this phrase meant that it was hard to be a Jew because we were persecuted, hounded, and publicly humiliated by others. It referred totally to what the outside world has repeatedly done to us, but it did not refer at all to our inner life. We Jews have always faced two different pressures. We faced the pressure of the outside world against us, and we faced the internal pressure of whether or not we could believe that the values we represented were worth fighting for. Throughout Jewish history, most Jews did believe that our Jewish values were worth fighting for, that Judaism possesses many lessons that the world still has to learn. It was important for them to remain Jews, not just for themselves and for their children, but also for the world.

Today, most Americans believe the same thing about the American way of life. They believe that the American way of life has much to teach the world, and that the American way of life has an inner core which gives those who practice it a very satisfying way of life. We Jews have always believed this about the Jewish way of life. No, we do not believe that all Jews are perfect, and no, we do not believe that all Jews who follow the Jewish way of life will always be upstanding, honest, and morally responsible, but we do believe that, by and large, most Jews who follow the Jewish way will be upright and that they will also, by and large, possess a very satisfying inner life. This is what we in America believe, too, when we say that the American way of life fosters individual growth, group harmony, family solidarity, etc. Everyone knows that there are problems with the American way of life, but most Americans feel that it is the best that there is and that there ever will be. We Jews, too, have always believed that about the Jewish way of life, that it is the only viable way to ensure a moral society where an individual can fulfill his talents and where the family can still be strong. Yes, “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid,” it is hard to maintain the Jewish way of life in the face of outside pressures, but it is well worth it.

In America though, this phrase was turned upside down. It did not mean anymore that, yes, it is hard to maintain a Jewish way of life because of all these outside pressures, but it now meant that it is hard to be a Jew because if I stay a practicing Jew I will not be able to grow individually, I will not be able to participate in society, I will not be able to take advantage of the opportunities open to a person living in the twentieth century. In other words, if I stay a practicing Jew, I will shut myself out from the modern world. I will condemn myself to a life of poverty and will never be able to develop my talents. This, of course, is not true, as modern orthodoxy has proved, but to many on the religious left and on the religious right, this seemed the reality. The religious right, in many instances, chose to shut themselves off completely from the modern world, and those on the religious left embraced the modern world wholeheartedly, throwing off all their Judaism in the process. The choice to these people was either complete ghettoization, or complete assimilation.

Until 1789, we Jews had no chance because we could not participate in the modern world. We were not allowed to. From the time of the first crusade in 1099 until the Constitution of the United States was adopted in 1789, we Jews were excluded from all public life in both the Christian and Moslem worlds. America was the first country to allow Jews the opportunity to be full participants in public life. A few months later in France, the French Revolution took place and Jews were given the right to participate in French public life in the 1790’s.

Earlier, we Jews had made a tragic error when we overstated the case for our internal Jewish life. We had said that if you wanted a life of the mind, you had to keep kosher, keep Shabbos, keep the Jewish holidays, and by and large, this was true in the Middle Ages. The cultural level of the Jewish community was way above that of the general community. We had universal literacy which demanded high standards in every aspect of life. However, we made the almost fatal mistake of claiming that a person could not have a high level of intellectual achievement unless he was also Jewish. We were then shocked to learn that the great masters of the enlightenment were not Jewish. It is true that many of their ideas stemmed from Spinoza, a Jew, but they were not Jewish. John Locke was not Jewish, Voltaire was not Jewish, Rousseau was not Jewish, and neither were the great composers, Beethoven, Mozart, Haydn, etc. Many Jews did not realize that you did not have to be Jewish to have a life of the mind, and when they found out, many of them felt tricked and they lost their nerve. “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid” no longer referred to outside pressure, but to inside pressure. Oh, if I only would not have to observe these stupid Jewish customs, I could achieve so much more.

The rabbis always have us read the Torah portion Bamidbar right before the holiday of Shavuot. It seems strange that they should have us read this Torah portion since it talks about a census of the Jewish people and the order of the march of the Jewish people in the desert. It tells us that the tribes that marched first were the tribes associated with Judah, Zevulun and Yesachar. Judah was chosen to be the leader of the Jewish people because he was willing to accept responsibility. He was willing to take the blame for his mistakes as well as take credit for his successes. His self-worth did not depend upon his feeling superior to others. He knew that he had talent and he recognized that others could have talent, too. His job was to lead the people the best he knew how. He was aided by scholars from the Tribe of Yesachar. Yesachar, the rabbis taught us, produced many scholars for the Sanhedrin. He was also aided by the Tribe of Zevulun, who produced great wealth. Judah relied on wealth and wisdom to help him make the decisions necessary for Jews to survive in a hostile world, He knew that it was not going to be easy to lead the Jewish people when they were confronted with so many enemies.

In the middle of the camp was the Tabernacle. Originally, the firstborn were supposed to serve as the priests to the Jewish people. They proved unworthy at the golden calf. Therefore, their place was taken by the Levites. To this very day, a “pidyan haben” is performed on the 31st day of a newborn’s life to signify the fact that originally the firstborn were to have been dedicated to the service of G‑d, but now their place is taken by the Kohanim and Leviim. The two challenges confronting the Jewish people were exemplified by these two different leaders — Judah and Levi.

It is interesting to note that the Jewish people were counted three times: Moses counted them after the Exodus from Egypt, he counted them after they were punished for worshipping the golden calf, and he counted them in this Torah portion right before they received the Torah. He counted them when they left Egypt to emphasize the point that every Jew is needed in order to confront the external threats which always endanger Jews and Judaism. He counted them before they received the Torah, again to emphasize the point that every Jew is needed if the internal life of the Jewish people is to be whole. It is interesting to note that the word for counting here is not the normal word for counting, “Mans,” in Hebrew, but instead the word “Pakad” is used. This word also means “to appoint, to entrust, to attend to.” Every Jew is entrusted with his heritage. Every Jew must feel that he is appointed to carry it out and that he needs to attend to it, not only for his sake, but for the sake of the world.

We also learn that the Jewish people were counted after they were punished for worshipping the golden calf. The Jewish people at the time of the golden calf were not threatened by any outside enemy. They were living peaceably at the foot of Mount Sinai, but they lost their nerve. They felt they were lost. They felt that unless they joined the mainstream paganism of their day, they could not make it. It was inside pressure which made them feel “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid,” it’s hard to be a Jew. The firstborn among them could not stand up to this pressure, and therefore, they lost their position, which was given to the Tribe of Levi, who did not waver. The Tribe of Levi was known to be fanatical. Their fanaticism had caused Jacob to, in effect, curse the Tribe of Levi when he said they would be scattered among Israel, but their fanaticism saved the Jewish people because they would not give in. Even in Egypt they were the only tribe, the rabbis say, who maintained circumcision and did not incorporate Egyptian idolatry into their lives. We Jews have always faced external threats. The way to deal with external threats is to appoint wise leaders like Judah, who knew how to talk to the world leaders with wisdom and how to offer financial aid. Many pogroms have been foiled by Jewish leaders who approached potential oppressors with wisdom and offers of financial help.

The Russian Jewish exodus today is an example of this. The Jews of Russia can be saved but we must help. We must all give generously to Operation Exodus so that our leaders can deal with all the governments involved with skill, and so that we can resettle our people in Israel. However, the internal threat posed by mass assimilation can only be solved if we Jews no longer relate to our inner life by saying,. “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid,” it’s hard to be a Jew. When we support the State of Israel, each of us is in effect saying that it is wonderful to be a Jew. We no longer are saying when we refer to our inner life, “Shvair Tzu Zain A Yid.” We are saying, look what can happen when we use Jewish principles and Jewish culture to further mankind’s advancement. Supporting Israel is not only an insurance policy for ourselves, but it is also a statement that we Jews believe that Jewish culture, Jewish values, and Judaism have much more yet to give the world. Israel proclaims that Jews are not inferior to anyone. Israel proclaims that Jewish values enhance life; they do not detract from it.

We have just celebrated Israel Independence Day. Let us make sure that we assume our responsibilities to make sure the Soviet Jews are settled properly in Israel so that the world will benefit from the great discoveries and values that will flow from a strengthened Israel. The rabbis purposely chose for us to read the Torah portion Bamidbar before the holiday of Shavuot to tell us, yes, we are going to have many external problems because we accepted the Torah on Mount Sinai. After all, the word “Sinai” means hatred. The nations of the world are not going to like to listen to the message of Judaism. However, the inner life of the Jew will be so rich and rewarding and the fruits of leading a Jewish life will be so beneficial to the world that all this hatred will have been worthwhile. Being a Jew is a great honor, not a tragedy. May we all be counted among those Jews who realize this, and may our pro-Jewish feelings be on the par with the Tribe of Levi, who were chosen to guard the inner sanctum of Jewish values, the Tabernacle, because they never betrayed these values, and may we all support Operation Exodus generously.

NASO

“Kof Ayin Vav” (176) and the Priestly Blessing

In the Torah portion Naso, we have the famous priestly blessing which has now spread throughout the whole world. All those religions which spread out of Judaism also use it in their ceremonies. It is a beautiful blessing. “May the L-rd bless thee and keep thee. May the L-rd make His face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee. May the L-rd lift up His countenance upon thee and give thee peace.” This blessing is found in the longest Torah portion in the Torah. This Torah portion contains 176 verses. In Hebrew, that is “Kof Ayin Vav.” It is interesting to note too that there are 176 verses in the longest chapter of the Psalms. There are also 176 folios in the longest tractate of the Talmud. “Kof Ayin Vav” seems to have been chosen deliberately in order to teach us an important lesson.

The rabbis say that the “Kof” stands for “Kedusha,” for holiness; that the “Ayin” stands for “Eeyon” which means analysis, intelligence; the “Vav” stands for “Vitron,” which means that a person has the capacity to compromise, to be generous, to be magnanimous. It also can stand for “Velad,” which means a child. In order to raise a child, you have to form a marriage in which the couple learns how to compromise, in which’ each member of the marriage has enough self-confidence that they are willing to surrender partial control, not complete control. In fact, many times I meet with young people today who are afraid to get married. The reason they are afraid to get married is that they are afraid they will lose control over their lives. They do not have enough confidence in themselves to be willing to compromise with someone else, because they feel that once they compromise, they would then be completely under the subjection of the other, that they would be completely subjugated. This, of course, shows a person who does not know how to reach out to others, a person who does not know how to complete himself, a person who does not have inner peace.

The first part of the priestly blessing reads, “May the L-rd bless thee and keep thee.” The second part is, “May the L-rd make His face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee,” and the last part is, “May the L-rd lift up His countenance upon thee and give thee peace.” The rabbis say the first part of the priestly blessing means “May the L-rd bless you with possessions, and may He keep you from these possessions.” Many times people are so interested in obtaining possessions that they fail to realize that pretty soon these possessions are possessing them, that their whole goal in life is to possess things. I remember once going to visit a 97-year-old man, and I asked him for a donation to a charitable cause. He was reputed to be a millionaire. He looked at me and said, “Rabbi, how can I give you anything? What will I have for my old age’?” Here was a man who was so concerned about his possessions that they possessed him. The rabbis tell us that “Kedusha,” holiness, occurs when we transform the physical and make it spiritual. Of course, we need physical things in life in order to do spiritual things, but the physical things should not possess us. They are stepping stones to use for greater things. That is what “Kedusha” is all about. When we make a blessing before a meal, what we are doing is changing a basically selfish act into an altruistic act. We are saying that we want to eat and be strong so that we can help G‑d perfect the world, so we can be His partner in creation. We need physical things so we can arrive at the spiritual. In order to listen to a violin concerto, a beautiful, spiritual experience, we must first have a violin. In order to construct a violin, we need to have wood, catgut, horsehair. In order to listen to woodwinds, we need to have a clarinet, which requries reeds and brass. In order to transmute the physical into the spiritual, we have to work hard at it, and we have to realize why we are doing these things. We are not making a violin to store wood or catgut or horsehair we are making a violin in order to produce beautiful music. This applies to all aspects of life. We accumulate things in order to do good with them, in order to make this a better world. I recently read that a minister was arrested for laundering Colombian drug money. This minister protested that really he was innocent because he did not use one penny of this for himself. He only lived on his $30,000 a year salary. He was not like some of the evangelical ministers on television who live the lives of multimillionaires. What did he do with the drug money? He used it to save his church and the programs of his church. Of course, he had all his values mixed up. He was not doing anything spiritual now. He was basing his whole church program on dishonesty and on the pain and suffering of others. The first blessing that we ask for is that we be given material things so that we can achieve spiritual goals, but that these material things should not possess us, that they should not be the be-all and end-all of our existence.

The second blessing, “May the L-rd make His face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee,” the rabbis say refers to the intellect. In Jewish life, we always stress the “Kop,” the head. The intellect is very important to us. Man should always try to analyze things correctly, to use his mind, to expand what he knows, because knowledge always helps and is beneficial, but knowledge, too, used in an improper way, can also cause great harm. After all, every one of Hitler’s cabinet was a genius except for one. They all had Ph.D.’s except one. Even today, there are many people who use their brilliance to harm people, to cheat people, to swindle people. I think the most brilliant man I ever knew was a crook. Instead of using his intellect to help people, he only used it for his own benefit and to swindle people.

That is, of course, not what we are supposed to use our intellect for. We are supposed to wed it to compassion. We are supposed to use our intellect to help people. Recently, someone came to me asking for my support. He wanted me to back him in a campaign that we should allow mental defectives to be used in experiments. He felt that in this way we could develop drugs faster and medical techniques faster which would help humanity at a much faster rate than we are doing today. In other words, he wanted to experiment on human beings. I just looked at him and walked away. That’s what the Nazis did to our people. Human experiments. How can a person even think of that? Why should this even come into his mind? He was only interested in making scientific progress. He was not interested in the suffering of individual human beings. Even today, we find so many people who are only interested in theories but not in people. In fact, the story is told about a student who was asked by his professor, “Who do you think created Communism, a philosopher or a scientist?” The student thought a moment and then said, “It must have been a philosopher.” The professor asked why, and the student replied, “Because if it would have been a scientist, he would have tried it on animals first.” So many terrible things have been caused in our century by people who go by intellectual theory and not by how individuals will be affected. They let millions of people die to fit their theory. This is not the blessing of intellect that we are asking for here. In Judaism, we know that there is “Din,” there is justice; there are rules. There is also “Chesed,” mercy, understanding, and you have to combine them together to have “Tzedek,” righteousness. Intellect combined with compassion is what we ask for in this part of the blessing.

Finally, there is the last blessing, “May the L-rd lift up His countenance upon thee and give thee peace.” We must always live our life understanding that in order to have relationships with others, we must lift ourselves up. The word “lift” in Hebrew means “to marry,” “to carry,” “to forgive.” It has many meanings because we must be magnanimous. We must be “Vitron,” we must be willing to compromise. We must be willing to have the inner self-confidence to trust others and to be a trusting, trustworthy individual. We cannot use devious means and use attitudes and words to destroy the confidence and trust of other people in us or in themselves. We all need to have these relationships in order to be whole, in order to have that inner peace. This we can only achieve if we have a generous spirit and are magnanimous.

When the priests say this blessing, they say it first prefacing it with a special brocha. Generally, when we make a brocha before meals, or any other time, we do not end the brocha with the word “B’ahava,” with love, but when the priests end their own prefatory brocha, they say, “Blessed are You, O L-rd, our G‑d, King of the universe, Who has sanctified us with the holiness of Aaron and Who has commanded us to bless His people Israel with love.” Why should we use this type of expression, “the holiness of Aaron,” and end the blessing “with love”? The answer is that unless you love others, unless you stretch yourself forth to others, you will not be worthy of these blessings, that you must in all aspects of life be filled with care and compassion and love and understanding. If you will, then you will never misuse your possessions. You will see the great harm you are doing by being dishonest and trying to accumulate wealth at the expense of others. You will see what terrible things you are doing to people if you only use your intellect and apply rules without looking at the individuals. You will see, too, how you cannot have any relationships with others unless you are willing to compromise and have a generous spirit. This was the holiness of Aaron. Aaron had this type of spirit, but, what’s more, Aaron pursued these blessings. He was a “Rodef Shalom” and a “Ohev Shalom.” He pursued these blessings. These blessings will not come to you unless you pursue them, unless you work hard to attain them, otherwise they will elude you. That is why we must always be conscious of them and we must always try in all our endeavors, in all aspects of life, to be worthy of them. We must try to have “Kof Ayin Vav” in our lives, to instill “Kedusha,” holiness, in our lives, to have intellect which is wedded to compassion, and to be magnanimous and generous in all aspects of our lives. If we will, then we will be worthy of the priestly blessing.

I am reminded of the story of the young boy who came home saying, “Mommy, mommy, mommy,” very excited. His mother asked him what it was. He said, “Look, Mommy, I got ‘101’ on my test.” The mother said, “But, son, I thought the highest grade you could get on a test is ‘100.’” The boy said, “That’s right, Mommy, but I answered one question the teacher did not even ask.” In order to be worthy of these blessings, we must seek them and go beyond even what is normally considered to be required so that we should be worthy of them. Let us always in all our life work for possessions, but not let them possess us. Let us use our intellect wedded to compassion, and let us always be willing to reach out to others and to help others and form relationships based on trust, dignity, and respect so that we will truly be worthy of the priestly blessings.

B’HALOSCHO
The Menorah and Our Two Enemies

We Jewish people have always faced two enemies. We have faced the external enemy, those in the outside world who have throughout history tried to squelch and suppress us because they have not wanted to listen to the moral teachings of the Torah, and we have faced a second enemy, the enemy within each of us which constantly tries to entice us to harken back to pagan concepts and to forget about the Jewish view that it is only by assuming responsibility for ourselves, for others, and for the world, that we can truly fulfill ourselves. That is why the prime Jewish symbol has always been the menorah. The menorah is the only Jewish symbol which goes back to the Bible. The menorah constantly reminds us that we are supposed to shed light in the world by leading exemplary lives. We are supposed to lead such exemplary lives that the light which these lives shed will shine not only upon ourselves, but upon the rest of the world, too. Unfortunately, many of our neighbors would prefer to live in darkness and they constantly try to extinguish this light at all costs. Hitler could never forgive the Jewish people for giving the world a conscience. He thought that the sentimental Jew with his foolish Judaism was the source of all the world’s problems because Judaism opposed his view that the world belonged to the strong and the fit, and that the weak and the helpless should die.

Light, in order to be light, science teaches us, must have two particular qualities. It must constantly move and must constantly bear a message. If it does not, then it no longer is light. We Jewish people must continually bear a Jewish message wherever we go, and we must constantly try to move and elevate the society in which we live to conform to these moral notions. If we do not, then we will cease being a light to others and to ourselves and we will disappear. Modern science itself does not understand light completely, because according to the quantum theory, light is both a wave and a particle, a seemingly illogical possibility. How can light be both a wave and a particle? Logically, it should be either one or the other. It cannot logically be both, but it is. We Jewish people are. both a wave and a particle, too. Our history is an illogical possibility. We are both part and parcel of all the cultures in which we have lived and also different from them too, a seemingly illogical possibility. We should have disappeared many times, but we have not.

In the Torah portion B’haloscho, we talk about these things. We talk about the menorah and about the two challenges that the Jewish people always face in every generation — the external and the internal challenge. In the middle of this Torah portion, we have the famous lines which are bracketed by two backwards nun’s, and which some rabbis say, are a separate book of the Bible. We chant these lines every time we take out the Torah, ‘And it came to pass when the ark moved forward that Moshe said, ‘Rise up, O Lord, and let thine enemies be scattered and let them that hate Thee flee before Thee.’ And when it rested, he said, ‘Return, O L-rd, unto the ten thousands of the families of Israel.’” In these two sentences, we have encapsulated the two challenges we always face, the external challenge of enemies who try to destroy us, and the internal challenge of Jews who become estranged from Judaism.

In the first part of the Torah portion B’haloscho, before these two verses, we learn how we Jews met the challenges of our external enemies at the time of the Exodus. This first part assumes that we Jews want to be Jews, that we want to worship as Jews. It gives us detailed instructions on how the Levites were to assist the priests in the services at the Temple. We learn how some Jewish people became very upset when, because of different circumstances, they could not celebrate Pesach with the rest of the Jewish people and asked that special provisions be made for them so they could celebrate at least part of Pesach later. We learn how the Jewish community was organized so that it could march at a moment’s notice and could rally together to fight and overcome its enemies, and how Yisro, Moshe’s father-in-law, and all other non-Jews of good will were enlisted to help the Jewish people maintain themselves in a hostile environment.

The second part of this Torah portion, after the bracketed verses, speaks about the internal challenge, about the murmurings of the Jewish people, who murmured because of what some of them thought were the onerous restrictions which Judaism placed upon them, how they missed the fish and cucumbers and melons and leeks and onions and garlic they had in Egypt, how they yearned for meat, how they were tired of Moshe’s leadership. It even speaks about how Miriam and Aaron sinned against Moshe, how they talked Loshan Hora about him, and how Miriam was even punished for this, even though Miriam’s motives were probably pure.

In the Jewish world today, we are acutely aware of our external enemies. The Holocaust taught us all that the world is a very dangerous place for Jews. That is probably why today Pesach is the most popular of all Jewish holidays, because it speaks about how in every generation they rise up to destroy us but the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hands. We know that unless we band together and. help ourselves, we will not be able to overcome. G‑d helps those who help themselves. We know that, as in ancient Egypt, we must gather together in families and groups and speak up against false ideas, and that we must slaughter the sacred cows and sacred lambs of the violent external world, which tries to justify all sorts of injustices and cruelty in the name of ideology.

However, today we are not at all alert to the inner danger. Our minds are very tricky things. They can rationalize and justify many potentially destructive ideas. We have just about destroyed the Jewish family in America by overstressing individual fulfillment and the love of self. We have just about destroyed any feeling of responsibility that an individual should have to his tradition, or his parents, or his children or his spouse. We have enshrined the notion that whatever makes you happy, you should do, failing to define happiness as anything more than the satisfaction of momentary whims and passions. The Jewish people can destroy itself. Throughout history, many have fallen from our ranks. At the time of the Temple’s destruction by Rome, there were as many Jews in the world as there are today. Most historians claim that ten percent-of the free people in the Roman Empire were Jewish. Yom Kippur is no longer the most widely observed holiday in the Jewish calendar. Most Jews do not believe anymore that they have to work on themselves in order to make themselves a proper and fitting partner for G‑d in helping Him perfect the world. Most Jews hanker after the fish, cucumbers, the melons, and the leeks and onions and garlic of the outside world. They do not realize that Judaism requires discipline and hard work. There is great joy in Judaism, but it is not the joy that comes from pursuing ephemeral pleasures. It is the joy that comes from knowing that you are needed, that you count and that you can be counted on. It is the joy which comes from knowing that G‑d loves you and needs you and wants you to help Him perfect this world. It is the joy which comes from knowing that your family needs you and loves you and can count on you. It is the joy which comes from knowing that you can be a responsible person, that you can bring joy to others, that your life has meaning and purpose. We Jews never suffered before from alcoholism and drug addiction, because we knew that we were much too important to fritter away our time and our talents on things which will leave us half-bombed out of our minds. We knew that we have to use our minds and talents to be a true light to the world. One of the first principles of the Alcoholics Anonymous is that an alcoholic, if he wants to be cured, must realize that there is a Supreme Being. He must have some overriding reason not to drink. He must feel that he is special and needed by His creator to fulfill some tasks given to him in this world, and that he cannot impair his mental faculties because if he does so, he will not be able to fulfill these G‑d-given tasks in this world.

The key to living any upstanding life is to know that you are needed. It is not enough to be on the alert only for external enemies. We must also be constantly on guard against the internal enemy lurking within each of us. That’s why Torah study is so important. When Jews stop studying Torah, it usually means that they do not want to be reminded of their responsibilities or to be made to feel guilty for the things they are doing, but it is only by studying Torah that we can gauge and measure whether the ideals we now hold are, in effect, correct ideals, ideals which will ensure our own real happiness and the survival of the Jewish people.

That is also why Jewish ritual practice is so important, because it constantly reminds us of what our duties and responsibilities are and it focuses these responsibilities in a clear way. It allows us to really be a light unto the nations. Almost all Jewish ritual practices are either family or community oriented. They allow us to maintain the correct interpersonal relationships with our spouses, our children, our extended families, and our community. When we Jews give up these practices, we usually do so because we want to give up any feeling of responsibility toward our families and community. We also. when we give up these practices, enshrine in their place self‑love and the pursuit of pleasure as the only source of meaning in life, two of the most destructive ideas to traditional Judaism that there could possibly be. Let us not only be on guard against the external dangers, but also against the internal dangers, too.

The menorah in the Temple was composed of seven branches, three on either side of a central shaft. These six branches stand for the Jewish people’s interaction with the world. All the branches’ light, though, had to be directed toward the central shaft so that the menorah would shine with one blazing light. It is good, even imperative, that we be concerned with our external challenges, but we must never forget our core values. All the branches of the menorah were lit every morning by the light from the central shaft, which was never extinguished. If it would ever be extinguished, then the light of Judaism would disappear. Let us ever be on our guard to preserve this inner light. “O L-rd, return unto the ten thousands of the families of Israel.”

SHLACH
Panic, Decision and Maturity

One of the distinguishing characteristics of a mature person is his ability to defer making a decision until all the facts are in. A mature person is not swayed by momentary impulses or by mob hysteria, but looks at all the facts at hand dispassionately before coming to a decision. Sometimes it is true, we have to make on-the-spot decisions in order to save our life or the lives of others. For example, when a car cuts us off on a freeway or when our car goes into a spin on an icy highway or when we are accosted by a robber, etc., but most decisions in life can be deferred until we have examined the problem at hand from all angles. We know especially how young people are duped into buying things they do not need by overzealous salesmen who try to make them make an immediate decision by creating a crisis atmosphere. They tell the young man or woman that if they do not buy this product now, they will never be able to get it as cheaply as it is now, or they tell them that the factory is discontinuing this item, etc. These overzealous salesmen try to panic a person into making a decision on the spot, without allowing him time to think.

This happens in countries too, when mass hysteria takes hold and decisions are made which have horrendous results. One of the secrets of the success of the United States government has been that it is almost impossible for it to make a quick decision. The United States has the oldest form of government in the world. All other countries in the world, some, much older than the United States, have changed their governments many times in the last 200 years, but the United States government has remained the same. The powers of the President and Congress and the Supreme Court are about the same today as they were 200 years ago. England has changed its government several times. George III had a lot of power; Queen Elizabeth has almost none. France, Italy, Germany have all changed their forms of government. One of the main reasons why our form of government has not changed is because it cannot make hasty decisions. It takes a lone time for a bill to boo through the House of Representatives and then through the Senate and then to the President, and then if the President disapproves of this bill. it is very difficult to override his veto. When we have circumvented the Congress, we in the United States have made terrible decisions. When the President in 1942 forced all the Japanese on the West Coast into internment camps, he gave way to snob frenzy and many innocent people suffered. The wishes of the mob are no way to run a government.

Mature people do not give way to momentary impulses. They weigh each situation carefully and then come to a decision. Panic is a response which is very destructive, both in an individual’s life, and in a nation’s life. Most of the time, it is much better to remain deadlocked and not to make any decision at all than to make it hasty, wrong decision.

In the 1920’s there was much criticism in Germany of democracy. Things were not getting done. Nobody could make the hard decisions that-the German people thought should be made. They therefore opted for a strongman. Hitler then made the decisions which their previous democracy could not make and almost immediately German morale improved, its economy improved, it won back its international prestige, and there was full employment. But we also know what else happened. Hitler unleashed a war which destroyed Germany, killed six million Jews, and caused tens of millions of casualties throughout the world. The ability to make quick decisions is not the mark necessarily of a good person or of a good government.

In the Torah portion Shlach Lecha, we learn about these things. We learn how, when the spies returned with an evil report to the Jewish people, the people immediately panicked, and in spite of the efforts of Kolaiv and Yehoshua to still the people and to cause them to-gain courage and to continue on into the land of Canaan, they all cried in their tents and murmured how it would have been better had they died in Egypt or the desert rather than go up to the land of Israel, where they would fall by the sword and their wives and children would be taken as booty. They even said one to another, “Let’s appoint a new leader and return to Egypt.” Mob hysteria had taken over the people. They were unreasonable. The best efforts of Yehoshua and Kolaiv were of no avail. Their inability to defer decisions until they had heard all the facts proved to be their downfall. Later, after they heard that they would be punished by being forced to wander in the desert until all their generation aged 20 and above had died, they changed their minds and now said, “We will go up to the land,” but it was too late. They again made a hasty decision, and in defiance of G‑d’s will and Moshe’s leadership, they went up to the land of Israel and they were roundly defeated. This generation was not mature. They were still a slave generation who panicked at the first hint of trouble. Even their leaders, ten of the twelve spies who the Torah said were “Anosheem,” which means “important men,” could not control their own panic. Only Kolaiv and Yehoshua were able to maintain their composure and realize that with G‑d’s help, they could overcome the problems in front of them.

Where did Yehoshua and Kolaiv get their courage and strength’? The rabbis say that Kolaiv separated himself from the rest of the spies and went to pray at the tomb of Abraham, Sarah. Yitzchak, Rivka, Jacob, and Leah at Hebron. He physically separated himself from his brethren so that lie would be able to review Jewish history. He reviewed the many travails of the patriarchs and matriarchs. He realized the terribly difficult challenges that the patriarchs and matriarchs had to overcome and how they succeeded, even though others doubted that they could. He attached himself to Jewish tradition. He took the long view of things, and because Of that, lie had confidence that the Jewish people could meet the current challenges of conquering the land of Canaan.

Yehoshua, on the other hand. did not separate himself from his brethren. He accompanied his brethren. Where, though, did he get his courage? One source. the rabbis tell us. was the experience he had gained by serving Moshe faithfully as his assistant for many years. He saw the many problems that Moshe had to face leading the Jewish people. He saw how Moshe dealt with various unexpected problems, and therefore, now he did not panic. That’s why, of, course, we look for experience in people when we hire them. It is not enough to have skill, but we also need experience. An experienced person will not panic before unexpected problems, because he has dealt with unexpected problems before. and he has the confidence that he can overcome them. A new person on the job, though, who has never encountered unexpected problems, will usually panic when he encounters them. Yehoshua had seen how Moshe dealt with the unexpected and he now, like Moshe, always expected the unexpected. 

What’s more, Moshe blessed Yehoshua before he went on his mission when he changed his name from Hoshea to Yehoshua. The rabbis say he added an extra letter to Yehoshua’s name by taking the “Yud,” which had been part of Sarah’s name before her name was changed. Originally, her name was Sarai, but G‑d changed it to Sarah. Moshe took the “Yud,” which had been part of Sarah’s name before Sarah was told that she would be blessed with a child, and gave it to Hoshea and made his name Yehoshua. G‑d changed Sarai’s name to Sarah after He told Abraham that she would have a son. The “Yud” in her name signified faith against all odds, confidence that somehow she would be able to overcome all problems with G‑d’s help. When G‑d promised her that she would have a son, her faith was vindicated. Moshe blessed Yehoshua with that same quality, that he should never panic in the face of problems, that he should always remember that with G‑d’s help he could overcome all problems, expected or not. That, of course, is the difference between the name Hoshea, which means “he has helped,” and Yehoshua, which means “he will help.” Yehoshua never panicked in front of problems. He sought the best solutions, not the quickest or most popular.

Kolaiv and Yehoshua both were able to stand against the mob’s frenzy. Kolaiv did it by withdrawing from others and concentrating on the past. Yehoshua did it, not by withdrawing from others, but by trying to influence others from within, by trying to convince them that they should not panic. Their problems could be overcome. They did not have to rush into any foolish solutions.

It is interesting to note that Kolaiv was rewarded for his efforts by being given an extra piece of ground in Hebron, while Yehoshua was rewarded by being made the leader of the Jewish people after Moshe’s death. Kolaiv, because he did not want to get involved with people, because he was afraid they would cause him to panic, was rewarded, but not on the same level as Yehoshua. Kolaiv originally, according to some, should have been the leader of the Jewish people, but he did not have the necessary credentials because he distanced himself from the people. Yehoshua, on the other hand, was chosen because he stayed with the people and tried to influence them. Today, too, there are cries that things must be changed. We have heard this cry many times during the past 150 years and many changes have been made in Jewish life. Not all these changes have been beneficial. Some of these changes have been catastrophic. Many of these changes, when they were first broached, seemed reasonable, but not enough deliberation was given to them and many of them have led to rapid assimilation and loss of Jewish vitality and the destruction of the Jewish family. Many of these changes have now been discarded, even by those groups who first trumpeted them. We have also seen how beginning in the 1960’s many attitudes were changed in America vis-a-vis family, children, and men/ women relationships which were trumpeted as progressive and great improvements, but which we now know have been disastrous. Twenty-five percent of the children in America live in poverty. The poorest people in America are young divorced or abandoned women trying to raise their families. In our search for equal rights, we have increased the burden on women tremendously and let the men off the hook.

Israel now, too, is contemplating electoral reform. She has to be very careful that the system she does choose is not worse than the system she has now. After all, with proportional representation, every point of view is represented in the Knesset. If Israel changes her system drastically, people will be forced to take to the streets in order to express their opinions, and that would be disastrous for Israel. It is much better that people be able to express their opinions in the Knesset than be forced to express them in the streets. In Israel there is still a very wide divergence of opinion. In the United States there is not such a wide divergence of opinion. The system that serves the United States might not serve Israel. In any event, no hasty decisions based on mob hysteria should ever be taken. Deliberate decisions, even though they take time and even though they seem very inefficient, are, in the long run, the best decisions. They promise stability and they allow all sides of a problem to be looked at. Remember, the strength of America has always been that our system has forced us to be very deliberate in making decisions, but even we, when we have succumbed to mob hysteria, have harmed innocent people for no reason, as we did to the Japanese Americans in 1942.

The generation that listened to the spies could not enter Israel because they did not know how to control their panic. A human being cannot be mature unless lie knows how to control his panic, and neither can a nation. Let us all hope and pray that all of us individually and as part of a people and as part of a nation will act maturely, because the decisions we make will be the result of careful deliberation and not panic.

KORACH
Disputes, Clarification and Control

In life there will always be disputes. There will be disputes because each of us looks at everything in life through our own eyes and our own experiences. Two people can read the same document and come up with completely opposite conclusions. We see this often in the Supreme Court of the United States where nine learned justices, in deciding a constitutional question, have come up frequently with nine different opinions as to what the Constitution of the United States means. In life there will always be differences of opinion. We each bring our own experiences, our own values, our own views to life. Two people can have the same experience, and one will come away exalted and the other one will come away depressed. It is not the experience itself which counts as much as our interaction with that experience, what ideas, what echoes resonate in our mind because of this experience. If a person had a negative experience in his childhood, some new experience now, which only shares an odor or a look with this negative childhood experience, can trigger in this person such a distasteful reaction that he unjustly condemns this new experience and everyone connected with it.

We have to learn how to manage disputes. We will never be able to eliminate disputes, and it is probably good that we cannot eliminate them; otherwise we would all come to the same conclusions, and life would destroy us. We need to be aware of the many options we have so that we can quickly adjust when life’s unexpected changes come our way. Businesses which persist in doing business the old way and do not want to change over to computers, buy new equipment, etc., quickly find that they cannot compete and close down. We must always look at life with fresh eyes. That is why we can never say, “Well, I have done it this way before, and I am going to continue to do it this way in the future, no matter what.” We must look at all the forces that are at play in life. It is hard, though, to identify all these forces. People differ in identifying and evaluating these forces. Because of this, there are always going to be disputes, especially among thinking people. Of course, if we were all robots and would do whatever the master robot told us to do, then there would be no disputes, but there would also be no progress either. It is difficult to deal with disputes. It is difficult to deal with the constant bickering and arguments, but as it turns out, this is the only way that man can really progress. However, we must be careful that our arguments never go beyond legitimate bounds. How can we tell when our arguments are going beyond legitimate bounds? When issues are no longer the center of debate, but personalities are the center of debate.

In the Torah portion Korach, we learn about a dispute which got out of hand, which went beyond legitimate bounds. What had just happened? The Jewish people had just been condemned to wander in the desert for 40 years because they had accepted the evil report of the spies. They had refused to go up to Israel, so they were condemned to wander in the desert for 40 years. Because of this, there was a lot of underlying dissatisfaction. Korach, a born demagogue, was able to take advantage of this situation and mobilize a great deal of support. He mobilized support also among the Levites, who felt that it was wrong that only Aaron and his descendants were chosen to be the priests. Why couldn’t all the Levites be priests, they grumbled. He also mobilized support among the tribes of Reuven, which felt that since it was the first-born tribe, it should have received some of the political or religious offices of the Jewish people. It had received none. There was terrible dissatisfaction among the Jewish people, and Korach decided to capitalize on it.

Korach knew how to mobilize this discontent. He felt he had a ready-made issue: democracy. He claimed that Moshe was taking too much upon himself. “Why have you lifted yourself above the assembly of the Lord?” When Moshe heard this, he fell on his face. Korach’s attack, clothed in the words of democracy, was in reality a personal attack on Moshe. Korach’s argument was not that Moshe Rabbeinu should have consulted the assembly of the Jewish people before appointing Aaron as high priest. No, his attack was personal. “Why did you lift yourself above the people? Why do you think you are better than all of us?” His dispute, from its inception, was not a dispute for the sake of clarifying issues. His dispute was a dispute over control. Korach wanted to wrest control of the Jewish people from Moshe. As it so often happens, many disputes are clothed in pious statements and ringing declarations, but they are really nothing more than disputes over control. Who is going to control this family’? Who is going to control that state? Who is going to control that country? The ringing declarations are only a cover for ambition.

We see this clearly when Moshe Rabbeinu tried to negotiate. He sent representatives, the Reubenites, to Dosan and Avirom. They would not even come and negotiate with him. Instead, they sent back a sarcastic reply. “Is it a small thing that you brought us out from a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert? Now you also want to rule over us? Moreover, you have not brought us to a land flowing with milk and honey, nor given us inheritance of fields and vineyards. Will you put out the eyes of these men? We will not come up.” In other words, theirs was an all or nothing position. Moshe was willing to hear their legitimate complaints. He was willing to arrive at a compromise, but these people did not want a compromise. All they wanted was for Moshe to turn over power to them. Moshe became very angry because after sacrificing everything all these years for the Jewish people, for facing Pharaoh, etc., without any thought for his own well-being, all the thanks he now got were words of recrimination and complaint. He was even being blamed for the people’s failings. Was it his fault he could not bring them to a land filled with milk and honey? He tried to get them into Israel. It was the people who refused to go, but no, according to Korach, Doson, and Avirom, it was his fault.

Moshe, now in desperation, tells Korach and the 250 Levites who sided with him, and his brother, Aaron, to take their incense censers and to put fire in them and bring them before G‑d, so that G‑d will choose who will be the high priest. The people accepted this solution. The people then congregated around the tents of Doson, Avirom, and Korach. An earthquake swallowed Doson and Avirom and some of Korach’s family, while Korach and the 250 Levites who offered incense were struck down by a fire from G‑d. This should have proved to the people that Aaron was the only one fit to be the high priest, but the people were still not satisfied.

The people still murmured, even after Korach, Doson, and Avirom and their group had been put down. They murmured because the issue was not whether or not Aaron was fit to be the high priest or that Moshe exceeded his authority. The issue was whether they, under Moshe’s leadership, had to be subject to the authority of the Torah. The issue was whether the people could do anything they wanted to do, or whether they had to follow the Torah. It was Moshe’s fault that they could not enter the land of Israel. It was Moshe’s fault that they could not act licentiously, that they had to obey the Ten Commandments. It was Moshe’s fault that they had to stick by the rules of Judaism. They wanted to do what they wanted to do, even after 250 people had paid with their lives by offering incense when they should not have brought incense. This terrible episode made no impression on them because the issue was never whether Aaron should be the high priest or not. The issue was who was to be in charge of Jewish destiny — the desires of the people, no matter what they were, or the Torah. G‑d then sent a plague against the’ people and the Jewish people were only saved because of Aaron’s intervention. The people, themselves, now saw that when they forsook Judaism and Jewish ways, they were overcome by plagues. They then became partially convinced that they should submit to the teachings of the Torah.

Even today we see how many Jewish families are swept away with the plagues of drugs and cults, divorce, bad family life, child abuse, wife abuse, etc., because they have abandoned Jewish values to do just what they want to do. They have said that Judaism is anything I want it to be. This attitude is changing today. People are giving Judaism a second look because of what has happened to their families, because of the plagues in their own houses. This negative appreciation of Torah and Judaism is welcome, but it is not enough. G‑d then told Moshe to tell Aaron and the princes of the 12 tribes to take their staffs and place them in the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle. The next morning they all saw that only Aaron’s staff had blossomed.

Judaism is not just a religion of no, no, no. It is a religion which allows the human personality to blossom and flower, even the human personality which has, because of different circumstances, sinned, said, and done things it should not have. Judaism gives a person a second chance. Maybe that is why Aaron was chosen to be the high priest. After all, he had participated in the building of the golden calf, yet he was chosen to be the high priest because he had come back from that mistake. Judaism gave him the courage to overcome his past failings. Judaism gives us all courage to live lives of decency and self-respect.

The dispute in the Torah portion Korach was not over issues. It was a dispute about personalities and about the authority of the Torah. Korach wanted to be the leader, and he chose a moment when the people were chafing under the demands of the Torah to attack Moshe so he could wrest leadership from him. The people did not want to be restricted by the laws of the Torah. They did not want to wander in the desert for 40 years. They wanted to make Judaism a reflection of their desires. This they could not do. Every time Jews have tried it, they have been afflicted by many plagues. The only way we have been able to make our Jewish personality flower, to make our home life secure, and to lead lives of decency and integrity is when we Jews have been true to our Torah. May we always be true to our Torah, and may we only carry on disputes to clarify issues and not to destroy other people or shirk our responsibilities as Jews.

CHUKAS
The Importance of Placing Our Problems in Perspective

In the Torah portion Chukas, we learn about all the details of the red heifer. In the ancient days in order to go into the Temple, you had to be ritually pure. If you came into contact with a dead body or if you came into contact with other things that would defile you, you became ritually impure and you were not allowed to enter into the Temple. Ritual impurity had nothing at all to do with moral impurity. In fact, sometimes by doing the highest moral deed, you became ritually impure. For example, the high priest who officiated at the services at Yom Kippur, if he would come across an unattended dead body, was supposed to take care of it, even though this would make it impossible for him to officiate at the Yom Kippur service. Ritual impurity had more to do with the psychological state of man.

When we come into contact with the dead, we become depressed. We know that there are certain problems in this world that man cannot handle unaided, that man needs the help of other people and especially the help of G‑d, problems such as death and frustration and storms and tornadoes, etc., cannot be solved by man alone. It is only in Messianic times that these problems can be overcome. It is true that there are certain types of problems that man can handle himself. There are certain types of environmental problems and moral problems that man can deal with himself. That’s why in certain instances, we are told just to go into the mikvah ourselves, and then when we come out of the mikvah, we have the necessary strength and courage to tackle these problems. But there are other types of problems which we cannot handle, problems which have to do with death and pain and suffering. We can ameliorate them, but we really cannot overcome them now. The only thing that we can do to overcome them is to gather other people around us who help us bear them. That is why when a person has come into contact with the dead, he is ritually unclean for seven days, and he has to be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer mixed with water and other ingredients on the third day and the seventh day by a cohen in order to demonstrate the fact that unaided he could not get himself out of this state of melancholy and depression. When we come into contact with the dead, we have a tendency to say, “What use is life? We cannot accomplish anything in this world anywhere. We are all going to die.” Therefore, doing the greatest mitzvah, attending to the dead, can sometimes lead us to become ritually impure.

Right after we learn about the laws of the red heifer, though, we learn about Moshe’s sin. We learn how Moshe struck the rock instead of speaking to the rock. We learn how the people were clamoring for water, and how G‑d told Moshe to take his staff and to go to the rock and to speak to the rock. Moshe lost his temper when he saw how the people were complaining and he yelled at them, “Hear now, you rebels, shall we bring forth water for you?” And then Moshe lifted up his hand and he struck the rock with his staff, not once, but twice, and the water did come out and the people were satisfied. However, Moshe sinned because he did not sanctify G‑d’s name among the children of Israel. It is strange that Moshe’s sin was catalogued right next to the rules and regulations of the red heifer. After all, what does ritual impurity have to do with Moshe’s sin? We know that in the Torah there is no chronological order, which means that the paragraphs of the Torah are put together with great care to teach us something. In the Torah there are no chapters and verses. There are only closed paragraphs and open paragraphs. A closed paragraph is one which ends on a line and right a few spaces further along the same line, a new paragraph starts. An open paragraph is a paragraph which starts on a new line. The Torah, by putting together these paragraphs, did it with a specific reason in mind, and therefore, we can learn something from the juxtaposition of the paragraphs. What can we possibly learn from the juxtaposition of the laws of the red heifer with the sin of Moshe Rabbeinu?

We also know that there is another anomaly, another paradox when it comes to discussing the laws of the red heifer. All those who had a part in preparing the ashes of the red heifer themselves became ritually unclean, while all those who were unclean when they were sprinkled with the waters of the red heifer, became clean. How can we explain this? This seems to be a complete contradiction. Perhaps we can explain it this way.

We all know that many times people whose profession it is to give advice stumble in the very same areas in which they are giving advice. How many marriage counselors do we know who themselves have had many divorces? How many psychiatrists do we know who themselves are a little “Meshuga,” and who themselves cannot seem to raise good children? How many child psychologists do we know who give sound advice to parents who have trouble with their children, but they have trouble with their own children? The same thing goes for teachers. And how many doctors do we know who are constantly giving advice to their patients about smoking and about being overweight, while they are smoking and drinking and are very overweight? Just because you can help people solve their problems in a certain area does not mean that you can help yourself solve your own problems. This is a paradox, and is similar to the case of the red heifer where people who cleanse others themselves become unclean.

The reason for this, of course, is because man is not just an intellect. We can understand problems, we can analyze problems, but that does not mean that we can handle our own problems. Many times we cannot examine our own problems with the same objectivity that we can other people’s problems. We all come to life with a great deal of baggage. We come to life with our childhood experiences. We come to life with the traumas that we have experienced in school. We come with all sorts of predispositions and prejudices, some of which we can shake off and some of which we cannot shake off, some of them are subconscious and we do not even know how they are acting upon us. Many times also we make the great error which seems to be very prevalent today that if we understand the process, somehow we are exempt from it. We seem to feel that if we understand the underlying interpersonal relationships, the roles that each one plays and the rules of interpersonal relationships, somehow then we are exempt from these rules. This, of course, is nonsense. Just because I understand the rules of biology does not mean that if I cut my finger, I will not bleed, and just because I understand the rules of physics does not mean that if I jump off a cliff, I will not hurt myself. If we understand the laws of interpersonal relationships, it does not mean that we can avoid them. We, ourselves, are subject to the same rules. Many times professional people think that because they understand these types of rules, they are not subject to them. People come to me and will say, “Oh, you do not have to worry about me, Rabbi. I understand all the temptations of this type of activity.” The rabbis say that man can overcome everything except temptation. We are who we are, and we each have different drives and different needs. Many times we cannot satisfy these needs and drives, unless we do things which are completely illogical. I remember that when I worked for Boeing many years ago for a short period of time, I vowed that I would not get involved in fighting for parking places and potted plants in the office and worrying about what color my badge was and so forth, but within two weeks, I was doing the same thing everybody else was because that is just human nature. Human nature is that you want to excel within your peer group, and human nature many times does not allow you to overcome that which you in your mind know you should overcome. Therefore, many people who help others cannot solve their own problems.

We can understand this, too, in a different way. A doctor after he examines a patient and finds that he has a certain disease, will make sure that he washes his hands before he sees another patient, so that he should not transfer that disease from the first patient to the second patient. He stands a risk, too, by examining the first patient, of obtaining this same disease. That happens, too, with people who counsel others. Sometimes the titillating experiences that they reveal will tempt them to emulate these experiences. So for a great variety of reasons, many times people who give advice themselves cannot take their own advice when it refers to their own life.

This, of course, is what happened to Moshe Rabbeinu. Moshe Rabbeinu was able to handle all the problems of life because he was able to put these problems in perspective. He had Miriam to talk to. Miriam allowed him to view these problems in a different light. When we discuss our problems with others, with good friends and our relatives, and especially with our spouses, we are better able to solve our problems. Usually in a marriage you have one spouse who is tough and one spouse who is more easygoing who will say, “Oh, that person really did not mean it. Look at the circumstances. You have to put things in the right context.” That is why people make a bad mistake when dealing with their own problems. They do not put them in the proper context. They do not put their problems in proper perspective. From their point of view, they are right, but they have to step back and look at the problem from another point of view, and then when they look at it from another point of view, they will come to a better solution.

Miriam watched over Moshe since he was a little teeny boy. The rabbis say that even before he was born, Miriam took an active interest in the affairs of the Jewish people. When her father separated from her mother and said, “Pharaoh has decreed against the boys. How can I live with your mother?”, Miriam protested and said, “How can you say that, Daddy? Pharaoh decreed only against the boys, but you are decreeing against the girls, too.” So, her father went back to her mother, and as a result of this, Moshe was born. Then when Moshe was put in the reed grass, who looked after him? Miriam looked after him, and throughout Moshe’s growing up until he was weaned, Miriam was with him, too. When Moshe became the leader of the Jewish people, it was Miriam to whom he turned to help him solve their problems, by helping him put them in proper perspective. The rabbis say that because of the merit of Miriam, a well of water accompanied the Jewish people in their 40 years wandering in the desert. Water also is a synonym for Torah. Moshe was able to consult with Miriam. He was able to see what the people felt and not just look at his problems from one perspective. In this Torah portion, Miriam has just died, and Moshe is no longer able to count on Miriam to put problems in perspective. Times change. Many tunes people, especially people who have a lot of expertise, fail to realize that circumstances change. The families today are not the families they were 30 or 40 years ago. The extended family no longer exists. There no longer are Bubbies and Zaides around and uncles and aunts with whom children can talk over their problems. We are living in a different society where people do not have the time they used to have to give to their children. Also, children are hustled from one babysitter to another, so therefore, they do not relate to individuals the way they used to relate. Observations and techniques that were good 20 and 30 years ago are no longer valid today when dealing with children. This, of course, people do not understand.

Moshe Rabbeinu had a problem here because when the Jewish people first left Egypt, they also had clamored for water, and that time G‑d told him to take his staff and to beat the rock. The problems in those days were different. Those problems were that the people were too narrow; the word for rock there is “Tzur.” The people at that time had just come out of slavery. They did not know that they could solve their problems. They did not know that they could do things. Moshe had to prod and push them to solve their problems, but in this instance, the rock that he was to speak to is called “Sela.” “Sela” in Hebrew means a pause. The problems the people had now were the problems of death and pain and suffering, things that it really does no good to push against because these are problems that require human kindness and understanding and sometimes even silence, which is another meaning of the word “Sela.” Moshe did not understand that this was a new generation. This was a generation that was raised in the desert and was willing to act, but when they were confronted wtih the problems of death and pain and suffering and frustration and the overwhelming problems of nature, over which man had no control, they needed kindness. To solve these types of problems, people can’t be pushed or shoved. They need sympathy, they need understanding. Miriam would have told Moshe about this, but Miriam was no more.

That, of course, is why it is important that people get married. Marriage is important for companionship, procreation, but it is also so that we can put our problems in proper perspective, so that we get one more point of view. Usually, both a husband and a wife are right on a problem, even though their solutions look diametrically opposed, because they both are seeing the problem, but from a different perspective. One of the parties looks at it with a very critical eye and the other looks at it with a more compassionate eye. Between the two of them, they can come to a solution of the problem. They should not say to each other, “My view is right and you are wrong.” They should instead cooperate and realize that they are both right and that they both have to come to an accommodation that is not really a compromise, but is a truer perspective of what is really happening. That, of course, is very essential in any marriage, that both points of view be expressed so that you can come to a clearer and better and truer understanding of the world. The paradox of the red heifer and Moshe’s sin after Miriam died teach us the same thing.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was driving his Rolls Royce and a guy in an MG pulled up beside him. He rolled down his window and the man in the Rolls Royce rolled down his window and he said, “Have you got a telephone in your car?” The man said, “Of course.” The man asked, “Have you got a fax machine in your car?” The man replied, “Of course.” The man asked, “Have you got a double bed in your back seat?” The man said, “A double bed?” and his face turned ashen and he drove off. He immediately went to a mechanic and had him install a double bed in back. About a week later, he saw the MG at the side of the road with the back windows all fogged up and steam coming out of it. He pulled alongside the MG and he knocked on the back window and said, “Fellow, fellow.” The guy stuck his head out. He said, “I just wanted you to know that I installed the double bed in the back of my car.” The guy looked at him incredulously and said, “Just to tell me that, you got me out of the shower?” There is always this one-upmanship. There are always people who view marriage as competition rather than cooperation, who feel that they always have to be right and the other party’s view is of no account, but this is the wrong way to look at marriage, and this is the wrong way to look at the world. In most instances, both views are correct. It is important in marriage not to out-compete the other, but to cooperate with each other so that each can get a truer picture of the world. May we all do this so the Mashiach will come. Amen.

BALAK

The Evil of Stirring Up Trouble

There are some people who just like to cause trouble. Something in their nature causes them to always want to stir up people. They like to see people twist in the wind. If hey can ever say a nice thing or a bad thing to a person, they much prefer to say the bad thing. Perhaps in their youth they were abused or frustrated. They seem to be consumed by anger. They seem to have to get this repressed anger out by causing other people great pain. It is difficult to be in their company because they always like to pick. If they see that somebody is happy, they have to make a nasty comment. After someone has just purchased a new dress, they have to look at her and say, “Why didn’t you comb your hair?” They do not want people to feel good. They want them to feel bad.

Sometimes these people also like to make other people act their worst by starting fights and getting their friends to be at each other’s throats. They seemingly have adopted the British empire’s policy of divide and conquer. Let the natives fight among themselves so that we can control them more easily. They purposefully try to get everyone mad at everyone else so that they can come forward and seize control. They, after they have stirred up the problem, become the mediator. This shows their indispensability. There are also people who, for the fun of it, like to see their friends destroy each other. They like to get them mad because they know that many times when a person gets mad, he loses self‑control, and when he loses self-control, he says things which destroy him. Even though he may be 100% right in what he says, the gross way he says it causes him to lose everyone’s respect.

In the Torah portion Balak, we learn about the problem of people who always like to stir things up, who always like to see the bad instead of the good, who always look to hurt instead of heal. This Torah portion begins by telling us how Balak, the King of Moab, feared the Jewish people’s military prowess. Balak became so frightened that he sent a delegation to call Bilam, a Mesopotamian soothsayer, to come and curse the Jewish people. In this delegation we find not only the elders of Moab, but also the elders of Midian. The rabbis ask, why were the elders of Midian involved? The rabbis can understand why Moab wanted to hire Bilam to curse the Jewish people. After all, they were afraid, and they had reason to be afraid. The Jewish people had just defeated two powerful kings, Sichon Melech Haemori and Og Melech Haboshon, and the Moabites thought that they were next. They did not know that G‑d had told Moshe Rabbeinu to leave the Moabites alone because the Moabites were our relatives and G‑d had given ,them their land. We can understand from their point of view how they felt justified in using any means to deter the Jewish people. They should have first found out that the Jewish people were not going to harm them, but we can understand their fear. But why did Midian have to get involved?

The land of Midian was not threatened in any way by the Jewish people. Why did they have to get involved? They did not have to get involved but they wanted to, because they liked to make trouble. They were the Russia of their day, always stirring up the pot. If it would not have been for Russia, there might have been peace between Israel and the Arabs long ago, but Russia did not want the Middle East to settle down because that would prevent her from penetrating it. The reason Russia supported the creation of the Jewish State in the first place was not to help the Jewish people, but to create instability and kick the British out so that they could enter the Middle East. As long as the pot was boiling, they felt they could gain great influence. That is why the Russians did not want to stop the war between Iran and Iraq, too, because it gave them the opportunity to expand their influence and to sell arms to both sides. Midian had the same philosophy — take advantage of other people’s troubles. If there are no troubles, manufacture troubles, start fights because this gives you an opportunity to seize control.

That’s why later on when G‑d told Moshe to punish the Midianites for their part in this affair, G‑d did not tell Moshe to punish the Moabites, because the Moabites had some justification for what they did, but the Midianites had none. Bilam was also a person who liked to stir up trouble. Bilam was a great prophet, a man the rabbis say was on the same level as Moshe, but, instead of using his great gift of prophecy for good, he used it for bad. He sold it to the highest bidder or used it to stir up trouble. What business did he have to come from Mesopotamia to curse the Jewish people? What business did he have pointing out the Jewish people’s faults to Balak so he could destroy them? Bilam, although brilliant, used his gift of prophecy to harm others. He stands in complete contradistinction to Moshe Rabbeinu. Moshe Rabbeinu used his talents only for good.

The rabbis say that Moshe actually wrote seven holy books. He wrote the Pentateuch, the Five Books of Moses, and the Book of Job and the Book of Bilam. The rabbis explain that the reason our tradition attributes the authorship to Moshe Rabbeinu of the Book of Job is to teach us Moshe’s great sympathy and understanding. Moshe many times looks like an austere, castigating figure, but Moshe had a heart. He sympathized with people’s troubles. He tried to extricate people from their troubles, not to cause them more troubles. He was a man of peace, and he was willing to fight if he saw injustice, but he wanted to bring out the best in people, not the worst. He wrote the Book of Job because, the rabbis say, Job suffered and Moshe understood but could not tolerate what Job had done. The rabbis say that Job suffered because of what-happened when he was an advisor to Pharaoh. Pharaoh had decreed that all Jewish males should die at birth and Job stayed neutral. He did not protest. He did not intervene. He claimed he stood for peace. He did not do, as Yisro, another of Pharaoh’s advisors, had done. Yisro quit when he failed to change the decree. Bilam, Pharaoh’s third advisor, on the other hand, applauded Pharaoh’s decree. It was good for his career.

Moshe wrote the Book of Job to teach us that Job should have stood up to Pharaoh. A person who seeks peace and understanding cannot always remain passive. Sometimes he has to stand up if injustice is done. On the other hand, if no injustice has been done, he should not try to stir up trouble, and he most certainly should not applaud injustice, as Bilam had done, just because it was good for his career. Job tried to justify himself by saying that he was on the side of peace. Moshe wrote the Book of Job and the Book of Bilam to teach us that peace and justice must stand side by side and none of us should try to stir people up needlessly. Moshe always stood on the side of justice and peace. He never tried to stir up any trouble. Only when people acted unjustly did he react. When an Egyptian was smiting a Jew, Moshe intervened. When the shepherds were preventing the daughters of Jethro from getting water, Moshe intervened. Moshe was on the side of justice and peace, but he never tried to stir up trouble.

Bilam, on the other hand, always tried to stir up trouble. Even after he was forced to bless the Jewish people because he could not find the faults he was looking for, he told Balak how he could in the future destroy the Jewish people. We find this same phenomenon today among certain commentators who go to Israel looking to blame Israel for everything, but who are forced, in spite of themselves, to praise her, but who still manage to blacken Israel’s image by saying that this may be true today, but in the future, Israel must become anti-democratic, etc. Israel is now under siege, but it still has many great accomplishments. Israel leads the world in number of scientists and engineers involved in research and development, 30 per 10,000 population. The United States is second with 25. Israeli scientists publish more original work in international scientific journals than any other nation: 10.2 per 20,000 population. The United States is 9.0. Israel is also the major exporter and producer of the lifesaving CAT scan devices used in the most advanced hospitals in the world. Of the 356 open heart operations done in Israel in the Hadassah Hospital, a third are on Arab patients. Israel also ranks second in the world in the number of books published in proportion to its population. These statistics can go on and on.

Bilam wanted to curse the Jewish people, but he was forced to bless them. This did not stop him from still trying to destroy the Jewish people, even after Balak told him that he would not pay him because he had not cursed the Jewish people. He still wanted to stir up things and proposed to Balak a crafty design. He advised Balak to get the Moabite women to entice the Jewish people into idol worship. In this way they would destroy themselves.

Many times we see this same type of technique being used today when the enemies of the Jewish people try to entice Jewish boys and girls into thinking that the Arabs are now the Jews of yesteryear, that it is the Arabs who, are the persecuted and downfallen, etc. The difference is that we Jews have never wanted to drive the Poles out of Poland or the Russians out of Russia or the Germans out of Germany, when we lived there. We wanted to live with them. If the Palestinians would want to live with us Jews the way the Jews in Poland wanted to live with the Poles, there would be no problem whatsoever. Yes, in this world there are a lot of people who because of their own repressed anger or because of their own inferiority or superiority complexes, always try to stir up trouble. They, unfortunately, succeed all too often. In the process they many times destroy themselves. Bilam was himself killed in battle because of the advice he gave Balak. The Midianites, too, suffered in that same battle because they mixed into an affair which did not concern them. Let us hope and pray that all of us will learn the lesson of Bilam and Midian, and that we will always be on the side of peace and justice, and that if we have to stand up and fight, let it only be to rectify injustice, but never because we love to stir up trouble.

PINCHAS

The Importance of Conflicting Principles

One of the major ways that Judaism differs from other religions and philosophies is that Judaism never says either/or. It always says both. In Judaism we are called upon to hold in our mind simultaneously conflicting principles. We are taught that in order to live good lives, we have to learn how to constantly balance conflicting principles. This is very difficult for people to understand, especially people who are taught that they must choose between mutually exclusive principles, who are taught that if we hold one particular principle, we cannot hold the other.

Many people come to me with very severe problems. Most of these problems arise because these people do not understand that they must hold conflicting principles simultaneously if they are to interact positively with their friends, with their neighbors, and especially with their spouses. For example, many times a spouse will come to me and complain that the other spouse is suffocating him or her, that the other spouse is not giving him or her the space he or she needs in order to grow, while, on the other hand, other husbands or wives will come to me complaining that their spouses are not supportive enough, caring enough. In other words, that they are not close enough. In a marriage, we must have both closeness and distance simultaneously in order to make a marriage work. Sometimes it is true that spouses do smother each other. Sometimes they do not give each other any distance. On the other hand, it is also true that sometimes they give each other too much distance, and there is no closeness or warmth at all in their marriages. We must hold in our mind simultaneously the concept of distance and closeness which is a very difficult thing to do. It is a very difficult balancing act. Any spouse can always come up with valid gripes, how their spouse does not confide to him or her enough, is not warm enough, but then when their spouse finally does pour out his or her heart to him or her, the complaining spouse all of a sudden feels suffocated. Closeness demands nurturing and time, and many times the complaining spouse really does not want to give this time and nurturing. He or she just wants to complain. It is very easy to find fault, especially if we only look at one principle at a time, and especially if we constantly move back and forth between conflicting principles in order to make the best case for ourselves at any particular moment. In a marriage, we need to be close and to be given distance at the same time. We have to-learn how to balance both needs and not use them as clubs to manipulate our partner if we are to have successful marriages.

This same problem arises between children and parents. Many times children feel that their parents are suffocating them and not giving them the independence they need. On the other hand, many times when children are given independence, they claim that their parents are not giving them the necessary- moral and physical support they need in order to grow. Interpersonal relationships are very difficult because a convincing case can always be made by only using one principle without regard to the conflicting principle. Unfortunately, such a case never reflects reality.

This concept of holding two contradictory principles together simultaneously in our mind is one that the Pirkei Ovos speaks about when it asks, what is the proper way that a man should choose? It answers: one that is pleasing to others and pleasing to oneself. This is a very difficult thing to do. We all know about the terrible psychological consequences that come upon people when they feel that they are only other-directed, when they feel that their whole life is just composed of doing things to please others, and therefore, that they are nothing more than an actor on a stage, that they have no inner life. On the other hand, we all know about the terrible psychological and physical consequences that come upon people- who feel that they just want-to-do their thing and to heck with the rest of the world. This was, of course, the credo of the hippies of the ‘60s. They felt that they did not have to consider anybody else’s opinion. We know how this leads to a great deal of selfishness and irresponsibility. Doing your own thing destroys a person’s connection with others and many times leads to dope and alcohol and a complete self-centeredness which is very destructive. Judaism teaches us that we have to balance the principles of pleasing others and of pleasing ourselves if we are to lead a good life: It is difficult, but that is what is required of us. That is why we have to study.

In America, we live by the principles of freedom and equality, but freedom and equality are mutually exclusive. If we believe in complete equality, then there is very little freedom. In the kibbutzim that were founded in Israel 80 years ago, the principle of equality was paramount, which meant that when a shirt came out from the laundry, whoever was there first got the shirt, whether he was six feet or four feet tall. Everyone was equal and a person could not do anything at all without the consent of the group. If you wanted to get a college education, you needed the consent of the group, because everybody was equal. If you wanted to have special clothes or show any individuality in the furniture in your room, you had to get the consent of the group, because everyone was equal. On the other hand, freedom is a terrible thing if carried to an extreme. Freedom can lead to all sorts of perversions. It can lead to “wilding,” to doing just what you feel like doing, whenever you feel like doing it, no matter whom you hurt. Especially now, when there is a pseudo‑psychological concept that unless you do what you feel like doing, you will become neurotic, many people feel that freedom means that they have to be free to do whatever strikes them at that particular moment, even if it means abandoning their wife and their children, even if it means hurting others, acting immorally, taking drugs, etc. We must have freedom and equality balanced in our minds simultaneously if either is to work.

That is why there is so much confusion in the world today, because so many people falsify life by concentrating on just one conflicting principle. They do not realize that most principles in life have to be balanced. In Judaism, we all know that righteousness, “tzedek,” can be obtained only if we balance law, “din,” with loving kindness, “chesed.” If we just stress one without the other, we will create horrendous injustices. In our private lives, too, we must balance conflicting principles. We must balance individual achievement with family. If we do not, then our achievements will not amount to much, because we will not have anybody to bring them to. On the other hand, if we stress family without individual achievement, we will destroy the individual and make ourselves just a pawn of the family, and later of the state, or of our class, etc. It is very difficult in life to solve our problems, unless we realize that almost any principle we hold, if pushed to extreme, can become absurd and destructive.

This concept is spoken about particularly in the Torah portion Pinchas, when we learn how Pinchas became a zealot and took the law into his own hands. He would have been punished if G‑d would not have intervened. In the sentence where G‑d intervenes, it says, “Behold, I am giving to him My covenant of peace.” Pinchas became a zealot because he was not able to balance his desire for perfection with peace. He only understood the need for perfection and forgot about the need for peace. We have to implement and uphold our standards, but, at the same time, we also need to have peace. We have to balance standards with peace. This is especially true when a parent is raising a child. A parent must deal with a child on two different levels. A parent must deal with a child on the level of a role model and standard-setter and also on the personal level of a friend and counselor and close associate. Sometimes when you are playing with your children and enjoying their company, it is hard for you to immediately assume the role of a standard-setter and reprimand them for things that they are doing wrong. The child becomes confused, too, because the child does not know what role the parent is playing at any particular time. There has to be some mechanism to show the child that the parent is changing roles. In some families, the parent will count to three and then the child knows the parent is assuming the standard-setting role, not the loving, understanding role.

In life, we have to balance many things — love and understanding with setting of standards. Pinchas was not able to do this. Pinchas was a man who wanted perfection, a man who, when he saw that something was wrong, wanted to correct it immediately without regard to the tragic consequences which could occur. In this particular instance, when he took the law into his own hands, he was vindicated, but normally, he would not have been vindicated. The rabbis say that we should not follow his example. His example is a bad example. In fact, when we read about the covenant of peace given him, one of the letters in the word for peace is broken, which teaches us what the problem with Pinchas was. He did not know how to balance peace with perfection. The same word in Hebrew for peace, “shalom,” spelled a little differently, comes out “shalaim,” which means perfection.

This message, too, is stressed in this Torah portion when we learn how Pinchas was passed over to succeed Moshe as the leader of the Jewish people, because he did not understand the people’s problems. He looked at the standards without looking at the people. There are two ways a leader can deal with the people. One is to look at the law, the standards, and then to look at the people. The other way is to look at the people and then to look at the standards, the law. Judaism teaches us that we are first supposed to look at the people, and then at the standards, the law. We have to see where the people are so we can raise the people up to the standards, the law. If we look at the standards and then look at the people, we many times will become disgusted with the people and will not want to deal with them at all.

This same teaching that we must hold two conflicting principles in our mind simultaneously is even found in the latter part of the Torah portion when Shabbos is included in the list of the holidays. Shabbos is different from the other holidays because Shabbos comes whether we declare it or not. The holidays are left up to man. We declare the holidays. The holidays teach us that G‑d has given us the opportunity to be His partner in creation, that man has a role to play. Shabbos teaches us that man is important just because he is. If we only had the holidays, we could come to the conclusion that we had the right to denigrate others who refused to play a role and help G‑d perfect creation. Shabbos teaches us that this is not so. On the other hand, we might think if we only had Shabbos that man serves G‑d best when he remains passive. The holidays teach us that this is not so. We have to hold both these concepts together in our minds: that man has infinite worth just because he was created; and that man has a task and responsibility to perfect this world. Man must be held responsible to be creative, but at the same time, we must also be compassionate and kind to people who fail to create or who cannot create or who, for some reason or another, will not create.

Judaism has always taught this very difficult view that in life we never say either/or. We must always say both. Let us always remember this so that we will be able to live good lives, lives that are balanced, lives that will allow us to have good family relations as well as achieve great things, lives which will not lead us to become violent or ugly because of an excessive preoccupation with one principle. One of the reasons the rabbis give for the destruction of the Temple was that some of the Jewish people became so zealous in the pursuit of one principle that they forgot all other principles and began to hate their brethren. Let us hope that this will never occur again, but that each of us will always live lives dedicated to holding constantly in our minds mutually exclusive principles so that we will be able to live good, creative, and compassionate lives.

MATTOS-MASSEY

Perfection, Comparisons and Anti-Semitism

One of the most common anti-Semitic devices that anti‑Semites have used since at least Greek and Roman times has been to compare the best of their group to the worst of our people. “Jews produce only Meyer Lanskys and Bugsy Siegels,” they say, “while we produce Albert Schweitzers and Mother Teresas.” They forget, of course, about the Hiders, Goerings, Eichmanns, and thousands of other criminal types which their group has produced. They try to show their great goodness and superiority and our evilness and inferiority by comparing their best to our worst. They never compare their best with our best or their worst with our worst. They always use the invidious device of comparing their best to our worst.

This technique, of course, makes sure that they will always come out looking infinitely morally superior to us and that we will always come out looking like completely morally deficient people. This type of comparison is not only dishonest, but it also makes the assumption that every Jew has to be perfect; otherwise all Jews and Judaism are evil, while vis‑à‑vis themselves, perfection is not demanded. They are entitled to have crooks and criminals because they produce such great numbers of wonderful people. Jews, though, are not entitled to have any crooks or criminals. All groups produce good and bad people. In fact, one of the marks of a tolerant person is that he is able to concede that other groups are entitled to have some crooks and criminals, too.

We in Judaism believe that we should all try to be perfect. We also believe that we should all try to make our society perfect. However, we also believe we can never, before Messianic times, achieve perfection completely for ourselves or for our society. We can each day get closer and closer to perfection, but we cannot achieve it completely before the coming of the Messiah. We do not believe that man was created good. Man is not naturally good. We also do not believe, as those Christian groups do who believe in the concept of original sin, that all men are born bad. We believe that man is born neutral, that if he wants to be bad, he can be bad, and that if he wants to be good, he can be good. G‑d will give him the opportunity to be what he wants to be. That’s why the rabbis stress the study of the Torah so much, because studying the Torah not only teaches us how to be good, but it also makes us want to be good.

Societies differ greatly in their perception of what is good. Cannibals, too, will not eat everyone. In Roman-Greek times, abusing children, killing people for sport, murdering people on stage when a murder was called for in a play were not considered evil. The values of Western civilization, which are based on the Torah, give us a basically uniform way of looking at what is good and bad. There are minor deviations, but basically all societies in both Moslem and Christian lands accept the basic value structure of the Torah. They perceive good and bad basically the same way we do.

That is the main reason why the United States allows freedom of religion because the basic assumption of the founders of this country was that all Western religions supported the same morality and therefore, although there were some minor deviations in personal ethics, for example, whether marriage was good or bad or whether eating certain foods was allowed or forbidden, the basic value system of the relationship between man and man was the same. When a religion would demand child sacrifice or child abuse or neglect or even polygamy, that practice was not included under the provisions of freedom of religion. Freedom of religion only pertained to those things which did not touch the basic moral laws of the relationships between man and man. We are constantly testing what the limits of these relationships are. Abortion, death with dignity, euthanasia are all on the fringes of the consensus of what are the responsibilities of man to man.

We human beings, though, because we are subjected to so many pulls and pressures, have great difficulty determining what is right and wrong; even after we have adopted the Torah’s value system, especially when our own self-interests are at stake. It is so easy to rationalize what we want to do. A man takes a few dollars from the till, saying to himself that he will pay it back tomorrow. After all, his wife needs medicine, and then when tomorrow comes, he cannot repay it, and he must steal more to make good what he took. It is true that those people who do not accept the basic moral values of the Torah do statistically lead less moral lives. One of the problems that we face today is that many of our young people have never been taught values. There was a great effort to take the teaching of all values out of the public schools 25 years ago. This has produced a generation of amoral youngsters. Many of them do not feel that it is wrong at all to shoplift or to shake down youngsters or old people. They have never been exposed to the values of the Torah, the very values which underlie the United States and Western civilization. Man is not good naturally. He has to be taught, and it is especially imperative that young people are taught. Young people are not good naturally. Anybody who has worked with kids knows that. There is a mean streak, as well as a good streak, in each of them. In some, the mean streak predominates, but children have to be taught how to curb their mean streak and emphasize their good streak. Not only children, but adults, too, must constantly reinforce their sense of morality; otherwise, they will lose it.

No system of education, though, is perfect, and there are those who, no matter how much you teach them, will not absorb all the values you want to teach them. What’s more, we are not all born morally equal. Some of us are born with a larger mean streak than others. Others are born with a bigger soul, with a more empathetic and sympathetic nature. G‑d has assured all of us, though, when He told Cain, “Sin crouches at the door, but you can rule over it,” that each of us has the capacity to conquer our own selfish and violent impulses. But to some, it is harder than it is to others. There is also a difference between controlling your evil urges and developing your good urges to the maximum. A Tzadik, a righteous person, has developed his soul, his capacity for goodness, further than most people can, but this does not mean that the ordinary person is not praiseworthy for just controlling his evil urges.

Life is a journey on which we all experience many problems. Many pressures can jar us and upset our equilibrium and can cause our violent, evil urges to surface. We can, because of frustration and soiled self-image and economic problems, turn ourselves from enlightened, cultured people to beasts, as the German people did when they embraced Naziism. We need the violent impulses that G‑d has given us to control the violence in nature itself. After all, we kill cattle and fish to eat. We cut down crops and trim trees and we kill poisonous snakes and other wild animals. We have to protect ourselves from insane people, but we must always control these violent impulses and hold them in check. Sometimes we can and sometimes we cannot.

Judaism has never claimed that it can, before the Messiah comes, create a perfect society. It only has claimed that it can create a better society, a society which can be a light unto the nations, which can morally be better than other societies, but which itself will not, before the coming of the Messiah, be perfect. It does not claim that only it can create good people. We have always recognized that there are righteous people in all the nations of the world. We even say that the righteous people of all nations of the world have a place in the world to come. We do not believe you have to be Jewish to go to heaven. That is why we have never engaged in missionary activities. All we ask is that people obey the basic moral law, the seven commandments of Noah. We do not care what their religious affiliation is, as long as their actions are in accordance with the seven commandments of Noah. We know there are good people in other faiths. We do say that statistically those people who follow the Jewish religion will proportionally have fewer violent criminals, that their family lives will be sturdier, and that their intellectual achievements will be higher. This we feel has been borne out by the great number of Jews who have won Nobel Prizes and the great number of Jews proportionately who have excelled in the arts and sciences, but this in no way means that others cannot excel also. After all, most of the Nobel Prize winners were not Jewish. Also, most of the great authors, philosophers, and composers were not Jewish. However, we have produced intellectual giants way out of proportion to our numbers. In fact, three of the four great intellectual pillars of the modern world were Jewish: Freud, Einstein, and Marx. Darwin, the fourth, of course, was not. We in Judaism do not, by and large, compare our best to other people’s worst. We compare best to best and worst to worst. We Jews are not perfect because people are not perfect. We have our share of criminals and deranged lunatics. They have been proportionally less than other groups, but we have them, too. We have our fanatics and even our racists, but thank G‑d, up to now they have never taken over the imagination of our people. They have never gained institutional power.

In the Torah portion Massey, we learn about these things. We learn about the journey of the Jewish people from the time they left Egypt until they entered the land of Israel. During this journey, the Jewish people were subjected to many pressures. These pressures broke some of our. people and brought out the evil and violence within some of them even after they had accepted the Torah. G‑d warned the Jewish people in this Torah portion not to adopt the value system of the Canaanites, which condoned child murder and sexual orgies as worship, no matter what the pressures they may be subjected to. The Jewish people endured this journey and improved. They learned a lot. They were ready to enter the land of Israel. G‑d even pointed out Israel’s borders. G‑d knew they were ready to enter the land.

It is strange then that in this same Torah portion, we learn about the cities of refuge, the cities where a person who killed another would flee. There it would be determined whether the murder was intentional, completely accidental, or one in which there had been contributory negligence. Why should we learn about murder now? Why should we learn about the distinctions between accidental death and murder? The people had entered the land. They had grown in Torah. They had accepted wholeheartedly the values of the Torah. They had elevated their lives and were not attracted at this time to the values of Egypt or Canaan which were violent and vile. Why talk about murder here?

The answer is that G‑d knew and the Jewish people were to know that the Torah has the power to make people want to choose good, that the Torah has the power to make everyone want to live a good life, but it cannot make every Jew want to study Torah and it cannot make every Jew want to marshal his inner resources to control his violent impulses. Every person has a free will. Judaism believes in trying to perfect every Jew and trying to perfect society, but before the Messiah comes, it will never succeed 100 percent. We will always have a certain proportion of lunatics and criminals, too. Let us not despair when some show up. Let’s just work harder so that eventually the Messiah will come and society will be perfect.

DEVOREEM

How, Not Why, Is Our Question

Today is actually Tisha B’Av, but we do not fast on Shabbos, except on Yom Kippur, so Tisha B’Av itself is pushed off until tomorrow. Always on the Shabbos before Tisha B’Av we read the Torah portion Devoreem. We read this Torah portion, the rabbis say, because of the word “Eicha,” which is found in it. “How can I myself alone bear your cumbrance, your burden, and your strife?” Moshe complains to the Jewish people, a complaint which is echoed throughout Jewish history. The Haphtorah that we read today comes from the Book of Yeeshayahu, and again we have the word “Eicha” found in it. “How has the faithful city become a harlot? She that was full of justice.” Of course, on Tisha B’Av, itself, we read the Book of Lamentations.

Tisha B’Av is a strange holiday because although it commemorates the terrible calamities that happened to the Jewish people (the destruction of the First Temple, the destruction of the Second Temple, the destruction of Bar Kochba’s last fortress, Baytar, the end of Jewish independence for almost 2,000 years, and of course, many other calamities that happened later, like the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and England, Hitler’s “Aktions,” etc.), yet in Jewish law it is considered a holiday in which we do not say certain sad prayers. For example, on Tisha B’Av we do not say Ovinu Malkeynu or Tachnun because it is a holiday. It is not just a fast day. It also has certain happy elements in it. It is hard to see why Tisha B’Av is considered a holiday that has certain happy elements in it. It is a sad day. We sit on small stools in the synagogue and we remove the curtain from the Ark or push it aside, the synagogue is dark, we say “Eicha” in a mournful tune; yet this is considered a happy holiday. What’s more, why should the keynote of this holiday be found in the word “Eicha”? The word “Eicha” in Hebrew means “how.” Why should this expression “how” be the keynote of Tisha B’Av? (“How can I bear alone your burden,” “How the city sits desolate,” or “How the city has become a harlot.”) Why does the keynote of the holiday revolve around the word “how”?

It seems to me that Judaism’s basic view on how to handle suffering is revealed by how we celebrate Tisha B’Av. We do not understand suffering. We can never ask why, because G‑d is powerful and He could have created a world without death or suffering or pain. We do not know why. All we can know is how. How can we ameloriate the suffering? How can we prevent it from happening again? How can we live with it? How can we overcome it? The question in Judaism is how; not why. When people try to ask the question why, they always invariably end up by denying reality. You, cannot ask why certain people have certain talents and certain people do not. They just do. You cannot ask why men and women are different and why they even think differently, and why, in some instances; they have very different needs. They just do. You cannot pretend, that they do not. If you pretend that they do not, then you court disaster. The communes in the ‘60s thought free love was the answer. It seemed so natural and right, but they forgot about jealousy and men’s needs and women’s needs. You cannot ask why women have different roles in society. They have to when we talk about childbearing. You cannot deny reality. It you deny reality; then you will have very unhappy people and a sick society.

The Jews in the First Temple practiced idolatry, an idolatry which had to do with confusion of sexual roles. Part of the worship service consisted of sexual intercourse in the Temple with the, priestesses. The worshippers believed that this sexual intercourse could,-by sympathetic magic, stimulate the gods to copulate so that rain should fall and fertilize the earth. The rain was conceived of as semen and the earth was the mother earth. This ritual sexual intercourse was going to produce the crops which everyone needed. This was the idolatry which Judaism railed against. Throughout the Judaism always stood for the idea that what is good for the family is good for Judaism, and what is bad for the family is bad for Judaism. That’s why Isaiah says, “How the city has, become a harlot,” a sacred harlot, one of these priestesses. No longer is truth important. No longer is relieving the oppressed important, but the only thing important is to stimulate the gods with this sympathetic magic. The rabbis teach us. that the First Temple was destroyed because the people violated the three cardinal- sins. The rabbis say they indulged in idol worship, they shed blood, and they were sexually immoral. Even the shedding of blood had to do with pagan rites, with child sacrifice, etc. Judaism has always stood for the idea that it is righteousness and justice which will bring prosperity and blessing to the land, not pagan rites, not sexual acts as worship, not child sacrifice and not the worship of money, etc.

Judaism has always said that what is good for the family is also good for mankind. We cannot change reality. The question that we always ask is how, not why. A husband and wife will always have different opinions on subjects. This is inevitable. We have to learn how to live with this fact. Each of us, male and female, has to come to grips with the idea that each spouse is right from his or her vantage point. Each spouse grasps only part of the truth. In Judaism, marriages work because there are rules and regulations which allow us to cope with these differences, especially sexual differences, which teach us how to learn. to live together. It is inevitable that there will be differences and mechanisms have to be in place to reconcile them. I am reminded of the story they tell about a husband and wife who had a terrible argument while driving the car. For half an hour after the argument, they did not talk to each other. Finally, the man spied a mule at the side of the road and said, “Is that one of your relatives?” The wife replied, “Yes, by marriage.” It is inevitable that there are going to be differences in marriage. We just have to learn how to reconcile them.

The rabbis tell us that the Second Temple was destroyed not because the Jews. engaged in idolatry or in the shedding of blood or in sexual immorality. It was destroyed because of senseless hatred. The Jewish people in those days could not compromise their differences. They believed so much in the causes that they espoused that they couldn’t compromise. They also felt that they couldn’t keep the agreements that they had made because after reflection they felt that they had violated the truth. They were also only interested in keeping to the letter of the law and not going beyond it as we are commanded to do. When the law demanded that they compromise they refused. They were not interested in peace among themselves or, peace between them and the world. They violated basic values in Judaism because of their strong beliefs. The rabbis tell us. that when Jerusalem was besieged, the zealots within it destroyed the food stores: Jerusalem had enough food to last for 21 years; but these zealots burned the stores because the rabbis wanted to make peace and compromise with the Romans, and they did not want them to do that, so they burned the stores. Even the leader of the rebellion, who was a nephew of Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zokai, was afraid to tell his followers to make peace and was afraid to even let his uncle leave the city, because he said, “If I let you leave the city, they will kill me.” Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zokai had to go through an elaborate charade before he could leave the city. First, he pretended that he was sick. Then it was announced that he had died. Dead bodies were allowed out of Jerusalem. But the zealots wanted to first spear his body before they would permit it to leave. It was only at the urging of Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zokai’s nephew that they did not do it.

The thing which brought about the destruction of the Second Temple was the unwillingness of the people to compromise, was the unwillingness of the people to love even those with whom they disagreed. It was the failure of the people to realize that they all should live together in harmony and not hate each other. This requires compromise and tolerance. The Temple was destroyed because of a lack of tolerance, and future Jewish communities can be destroyed because of a lack of tolerance, too. Compromise, tolerance and keeping your word are all required if religious institutions are to survive. The rabbis tell us that things got so bad in Jerusalem after they burned the stores that more people were dying from starvation than were being killed by the Romans. It was the crime of zealotry which caused the destruction of Jerusalem. Eventually, even the zealots had to compromise with the Romans, and all this destruction could have been prevented.

That’s why Tisha B’Av also has a happy element in it, because we know that destruction can be prevented. We do not have to suffer all these indignities. If we are willing to compromise, we can overcome our problems. Our communities never need be destroyed. The rabbis tell us about Zecharya Ben Afkeelus, who when the Roman emperor sent a sacrifice that was defective, refused to accept it, even though he knew that it could cause catastrophic consequences. Because he refused to accept it, the Temple was destroyed. The Talmud castigates him for causing so many Jewish lives to be lost. The law was clear that when human life was at stake, you could accept a defective sacrifice. Let us hope and pray that we will all learn to compromise, especially where our Torah demands it, so that. our communities will never be destroyed.

VAESCHANAN

Connectedness: What Question Religion Can Answer

When we were children, we all asked three questions over and over again: why, how, and what. Sometimes we drove our parents crazy with our questions. Children have a natural curiosity. They want to know everything. I am reminded of the story they tell about, a young boy who kept asking his. father questions which the father could not answer. Finally, his father, in desperation, said, “What would have happened, son, if when I was your age, I had asked all these questions?” The son answered, “Well, Dad, perhaps if when you were my age you had asked all these questions, you would be able to answer my questions now.” The truth of the matter is that not all our questions can be answered.

There really is no answer to the question why. Why did G‑d create us? Why are we here? Why do certain things happen in certain ways? These questions have no answers. Sometimes we think that just because we give a name to something, we answer the question why. We do not. When a teacher answers the question why a ball thrown up in, the air falls down by saying it is because of gravity, she does not answer the question. She just defers it because neither she nor anybody else can answer the question why gravity makes the ball come down. Science answers the question how. It describes physical phenomena. It can tell you that water. freezes at 32 degrees, but it cannot tell you why. It can tell you that there is a certain number of stars in a certain portion of the sky and that the planets revolve in certain ways, but it-cannot tell you why.
Some people think that religion answers the question why. Maybe it does in an ultimate sense because it says that things are the way they are because G‑d made them that way, but it does not explain why G‑d made them that way. If anybody ever tells you that he understands why G‑d had to create death; suffering, pain, or frustration, do not believe him. He is either a fool or a liar. We do not know why. We have faith that in the end of days, we will know why, but we do not know why now. We do not know why little babies should have to suffer the terrible agonies of AIDS or cancer before dying horrible deaths. We do not know why so many righteous people suffer and so many evil people prosper. We can give answers but they are partial answers at best. We do not know why.

Religion can only answer the question what. What does following G‑d’s commandments do for me? What happens to me if I follow Judaism? What effect does it have on me? The proof of religion is not really found in eyewitness accounts of revelation or in philosophical speculation, although these are helpful. The real proof of religion is found in the souls of each of us. We all know that when we practice our religion, it has a very positive effect on us. We feel connected to others and connected to G‑d and connected to ourselves. We do not feel alienated and alone and helpless in the face of our problems.

In the 15-word priestly blessing which is found in the Torah, we have reiterated this lesson. The first sentence of the blessing is, “May the L-rd bless you and keep you.” The rabbis say that this blessing refers to material things. May G‑d bless you with material things, and may He also keep you from them, which means that we pray that G‑d will keep us from the excesses which these material things can cause. We all know how many times the worst possible thing that can happen to a person is to get rich too quickly. Most people do not know how to handle sudden wealth. Look at how many movie stars and basketball players commit suicide or get hooked on drugs because they do not know how to handle their sudden wealth.

The second sentence of the priestly blessing is, “May the L-rd make His face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you,” which the rabbis explain means that we pray that G‑d should give us a good personality. The word for “gracious” in Hebrew is “Chain,” which also in Hebrew means “favor” or “charm.” We should be blessed by becoming lovable and loving people. We should become charming, outgoing people who make friends easily and who are able to love others and to be loved.

The last part of the priestly blessing is, “May the L-rd lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace,” which the rabbis explain means that we pray that G‑d should give us His spiritual blessing. The question can be asked, why do we need this last blessing? If we are already blessed with wealth and a good personality, what is left? The answer is that we can have a good personality and be blessed with wealth but not have the spiritual ability to connect with others, with G‑d, and with ourselves. Peace, or “shalom” in Hebrew, does not mean the same as peace in English. “Shalom” in Hebrew means “harmony.” It means that all parts of our being work at full capacity but in harmony with all the other parts of our personality and in harmony with G‑d and with others. If we have shalom, we feel connected to ourselves, to our family, to our people, and to our G‑d. We are not alienated. We can have a wonderful personality and wealth but be miserable because we are not connected to anybody or anything. The purpose of Judaism is to allow us to feel connected to ourselves, to others, to G‑d, and to our people.

In the Torah portion Vaeschanan, we find the Shma. The Shma, of course, is the most important prayer in Judaism. We are supposed to say it on our deathbed, if possible. We recite it at least twice a day; yet it is a very strange prayer because it is not even directed to G‑d. It is directed to our fellow Jews. “Hear O Israel, the L-rd our G‑d, the L‑rd is one,” is really a declaration which states that there is a unity in the universe. Everything fits together. We are all part of a great whole. We are not alien pieces stuck onto an already perfect universe. We are part of the universe and if we would be missing, the universe would not be complete. It states that each of us has a mission in this world and that we must proclaim through the way we live that there is a G‑d in the world and that He has called upon us to help Him perfect the world. In fact, even the way the Shma is written in the Torah emphasizes this. The last letter of the word “Shma,” which is an Ayin in Hebrew, is written large, and the last letter of the word “Echod,” the Daled, is also written large. If we combine these two letters, the Ayin and the Daled, we have the word “Ayd,” which means “witness.” We are all called upon to be a witness to the fact that there is a G‑d in the world and that we are His partner in creation and that each of us is important because we count and can be counted on. It is interesting also to note that the two letters that are left in the word “Shma” spell “Shom” and the two letters that are left in the word “Echod” spell the word “Och.” Together, these two words are “Shom och,” which in Hebrew means “there is your brother.” The way we serve as a witness to G‑d in the world is by recognizing that every human being is our brother. The Jewish religion not only proclaims that G‑d is one, but also proclaims that we can be one, that we can unite the fragmented parts of our personality so that we can do great things in the world and so that we can unite with our people and our G‑d to feel the power and beauty of the universe. In other words, we can have a wonderful inner life, irrespective of our outer circumstances.

It is our duty to try to perfect the world, but we will not always succeed, at least right away, but we have all been assured that as long as we try our best, that is all that is required of us. That is why we say in the Shma, “The L-rd our G‑d.” G‑d is our G‑d. He personally interacts with us as long as we want to help Him perfect this world. Even if we fail, we can each have a personal relationship with G‑d. In fact, we must. One of the main reasons most Jews today do not pray regularly is because they do not believe that they can have a personal relationship with G‑d. Because of this, their inner harmony is threatened and the rich inner life, which is within the reach of all of us, is denied them. Therefore, they feel uneasy and may seek relief in things which cannot help, i.e., drugs, alcohol, sex, etc.

In the very next lines after the Shma in the Torah, these lessons are stressed. “And you shall love the L-rd your G‑d with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might,” which teaches us that we have the ability to love G‑d, to feel His presence and to live a rich inner life so that we needn’t be overcome by feelings of helplessness and depression. “And these words which I command you today will be on your heart,” teaches us that we have the capacity to integrate our personality, to become a whole person so that we can be G‑d’s partner in perfecting the world. “You shall teach them to your children and you shall speak about them when you are sitting at home and when you go on a journey, when you lie down and when you rise up,” teaches us that we all have the capacity to relate to our children, to our family. “And you will bind them as a sign on your hand and they will be for frontlets between your eyes,” teaches us that we all have inner dignity and self-worth. “And you will write them on the doorposts of your houses and gates,” again teaches us that each of us can make a positive impact on the world.

Judaism answers the question what. We may not understand why we have to do all the things that we have been commanded to do, but we know that if we do them, they will influence our lives. They will make us family-oriented. They will elevate our activities and make us conscious of G‑d’s presence and our role in the world, and they will enrich our inner life. They will also make us less prone than others to problems of addiction, etc. We may not understand all the reasons why we should keep kosher, but we know that if a person keeps kosher, it is much easier for him to just say “no” to drugs and alcohol, etc., since he already knows he cannot ingest certain things. We know the effect that Judaism has on people. Judaism makes good people. It does not succeed equally well with all people because we do not all start with the same character traits. Each of us is born with different character traits. Some of us are born hotheaded. Some of us are born with strong cravings, etc. I once asked my teacher in yeshiva why it was that not all the boys in the class were up to the level an ideal yeshiva boy should be. He looked at me and said, “Because they did not all start from the same place. Thank G‑d, though, that they are studying Torah and practicing Judaism because if it would not be for their Judaism and Torah study, some of them would be juvenile delinquents.” Judaism does have a positive effect on people. We may not know why or even how, but we do know what it does.

This conviction that Judaism elevates a person’s life and is essential to make each of us a better person is illustrated by the following famous Chassidic story. A young boy in Europe ran away from cheder. His father ran after him and caught him. As they were walking home on a mud lane, a huge gold-trimmed carriage with a driver and a footman pulled by 12 horses almost ran them down, splattering them with mud. As the carriage drove past them, the father and son saw the nobleman sitting inside the carriage bedecked with jewels and gold. The father turned to his son and said, “See that man. That is what you could turn out to be if you do not go to cheder. You could become like him.” It is not the material things which primarily count. It is whether you feel connected to G‑d and to man and to yourself. Judaism does that for us. It allows us to feel connected, and because we feel connected, to become better people.

EKEV
G‑d’s Justice and Modern Science

The problem of justice in the world is a very difficult problem. Judaism believes that G‑d is just and that ultimately goodness will prevail and that all wickedness will cease from he world. It is sometimes very, very difficult to see how wickedness will be vanquished. It we look around, we see so much injustice. We see so many .times how the victorious are not those who have clean hands, but those who have utilized unsavory methods and even espoused immoral causes. It is hard to believe in justice when we. see so much injustice being rewarded. There was a very famous rabbi named Elisha Ben Avuyah who is quoted in the Mishnah. Elisha Ben Avuyah, a contemporary of Rabbi Akiva, forsook Judaism and became a heretic because of the problem of justice. 
The rabbis tell us that the reason that Elisha Ben Avuyah became a heretic was because one day he saw a father tell his son to climb a tree, shoo away the mother bird, take the eggs, and bring them down to him. There are only two places in the Torah where any specific reward is given for doing a mitzvah. These two places are honoring your parents and shooing away the mother bird. We are promised that if we fulfill these mitzvahs, we will have a long life. Unfortunately, the boy, after he took the eggs, fell from the tree and died. Elisha Ben Avuyah looked at what had happened and said, “Les Dayin V’Les Din,” which means there is no judge and there is no law. The world is not just and never will be just. This story was probably a parable for what was happening in Elisha Ben Avuyah’s time. The Romans were bashing our people. Injustice was rampant. How could anybody in his right mind believe that right makes might when it seemed so obvious that might makes right? Elisha Ben Avuyah was such a great scholar that the great Rabbi Meir used to follow him on Shabbos while Elisha Ben Avuyah was riding a donkey, a prohibited act on Shabbos, and listen to his words of Torah. The other rabbis asked Rabbi Meir how he could do this, and he said, “I throw away the rind and keep the seeds.” Elisha Ben Avuyah, in spite of his great learning, became a heretic because of the problem of G‑d’s justice.

This problem of G‑d’s justice is not one that has just cropped up after the Holocaust. We do not know why things happen the way they do. The Holocaust in reality poses a no more serious theological question as to G‑d’s justice than does the death of any innocent bystander. The innocent bystander did nothing wrong. Why should his life have been snuffed out? Tragedy abounds in the world, and we cannot understand it. The good guys do not always win. Judaism believes that eventually justice will prevail, and that we will all see it. That is the basis for our belief in resurrection, that when the world is finally perfected, we will all arise and see that our labors have not been in vain. According to the Rambam, our bodies will then quickly go back to dust, but we will at least have had the satisfaction of seeing that our efforts were not in vain. We, as a people, believe in the conservation of mitzvahs. Just as in science there is the concept of the conservation of energy and matter, which means that we can never destroy energy or matter, so we also believe in the conservation of mitzvahs, which means that no mitzvah we do is ever lost, that based upon it, future generations can build a better and better world, that we do not live in vain, that ultimately justice will prevail.

It is difficult, though, to reconcile this concept of justice with our individual predicaments. That is the real reason why a mourner says kaddish. Kaddish speaks about G‑d’s kingdom when justice will prevail, when there will be no pain and suffering in the world. A mourner, by getting up and saying kaddish in spite of the fact that he himself has suffered a personal tragedy and felt the injustice of the world, proclaims that he still believes in the concept that ultimately justice will prevail. This is considered a great mitzvah, especially to his parents.

Perhaps we can understand this concept of justice if we look at modern science. Modern science is actually divided into two parts. It is divided into Newtonian conceptions, which speak about cause and effect in which we can know precisely how individual forces will react and what the outcome of their interaction will be, and then there is quantum mechanics, which holds true for all atomic and sub-atomic physics. In this branch of science, individual particles are not predictable. We can only predict that certain events will occur for large masses of particles, but we cannot predict what an individual electron or neutron or proton or quark, etc., will do. For individual particles, we can only say that it is probable that they will act in a certain way.

The same thing can be said, perhaps, about justice, too, that in the long run justice reigns supreme, although in individual instances, it cannot be predicted and can be thwarted. We all know that if in a nation, a minority tries to impose its will upon a majority, within a few generations, the majority will rebel and the country will be engulfed in a revolution, and the rich, who have been persecuting the poor, will lose their positions and maybe even their lives. We saw that in Russia and other European countries. We see it now in Latin America. Ultimately, justice does triumph in a broader sense, although on an individual’s level, there are many cases of injustice. How many Jews were killed by the Bolsheviks because they were considered bourgeois shopkeepers, and how many more Jews were killed by the Mensheviks, who considered all Jews to be potential communists? Justice is a concept in which we, as Jews, believe wholeheartedly, but how G‑d applies it in individual situations is impossible for us to know. Any person who tries to ascribe a person’s good fortune or ills to the keeping or not keeping of a particular mitzvah is acting foolishly. We just do not know. A few years ago it was reported that a rabbi in Israel said that a group of students from Petah Tikvah were killed by a train-bus collision because Petah Tikvah had just allowed movie theaters to open on Saturday. This, of course, is foolish. We do not know why G‑d does what G‑d does. After all, the Jews in Poland, who, by and large, kept Shabbos were almost all wiped out by the Holocaust. Keeping Shabbos did not prevent them from a violent death. All we can say is that G‑d’s justice will ultimately prevail. We do not understand why He had to create death and suffering and pain. We have faith that eventually we will, but we do not understand His ways now. In the long sweep of history, we perhaps can see G‑d’s justice, but not in individual daily occurrences.

In the Torah portion Ekev, we learn about many of these concepts. We learn we should not think that it was because of “our righteousness that G‑d brought us to possess this land.” It was only because of the wickedness of the nations there that G‑d drove them out. Sometimes we are the recipient of blessing, not because of what we have done, but because of the ills of the other people. We cannot know for certain why G‑d does what He does. Ultimately, His plan will prevail, but we cannot know what calculations He makes. There are many things in life that we cannot understand. Why G‑d gives certain people wealth and He withholds it from others, we do not understand.

In this Torah portion, we also learn, “And He afflicted you and He made you hungry, and He fed you the manna that you did not know and your forefathers did not know, in order that He should make you know that not on bread alone does man live but on all which comes out of the mouth of G‑d does man live.” Sometimes the greatest blessing is not to be given too much wealth. Wealth can corrupt. In fact, in the Book of Proverbs, we learn that poverty and wealth are both tests that should be avoided, because they present problems which can cause us to harm ourselves and which can cause us to forsake the good and the true life and bring us a lot of problems. We see this when youngsters gain great wealth because of some musical talent or athletic ability, and quickly turn to drugs and dissipate their health, as well as their wealth. Look at Elvis Presley. Such a wealthy man who had the whole world in front of him. He spent his last days (he was not even 40) shooting up on drugs and literally shooting out television sets.

The rabbis tell us that the manna was an affliction, and they ask, why was the manna an affliction? After all, it could taste like anything that the people wanted it to taste like. Why should it have been considered an affliction? The answer they give is that although it could taste like anything the people wanted it to taste like, it always looked the same. The people were unable to see what they were tasting, and based upon this, the rabbis tell us that we have to kindle the Shabbos candles in order to increase our enjoyment of the day of rest, because if we do not have enough light to see our Sabbath food, we will remain hungry even though we have eaten, that it is not only just tasting something that counts, but we must also feel that we are being treated with dignity. It is not enough just to be well-fed. We have to feel that we are being treated with dignity and have self-respect, and that of course is what justice talks about. Justice talks about us having self-respect and dignity, and that is why it hurts so much when injustices occur, because although we may be well-fed, if our dignity is trampled upon, if our self-respect is trampled on, none of the food tastes good. The manna did not look like food. Things have to look just, as well as be just. People cannot be treated like children. They have to be treated like adults. Justice and the appearance of justice are necessary components in any society if that society. is to endure. If one group seems to be favored over another, then jealousy will ensue and the society will destroy itself.

G‑d’s justice is hard to see, but we believe that ultimately it will prevail. It is our task to make sure that within our society we have as much justice as possible. That is why it says, “And it shall be if you listen to My Commandments which you are commanded today to love the Lord your G‑d and to serve Him with all your heart and with all your soul ... they shall increase your days and the days of your children on the land which G‑d swore to your fathers to give them like the days of heaven upon earth.” If we are to have a viable society and viable institutions, justice and the appearance of justice must be done. G‑d’s justice may be hard to see and must be based on faith, but the justice we have in our families and in our institutions and in our country is up to us to secure. We secure it by not only being concerned about justice, but also by being concerned about the appearance of justice.

RE’EH
Young Adults, Parents and Independence

Life is filled with many paradoxes. Many times it is precisely the people who have done the best job who have the hardest time adjusting when circumstances change. This is especially true in interpersonal relationships. Many times it is the parents who have done the best job raising their children who have the hardest time maintaining a meaningful relationship with their children when their children have become young adults.

Each of us is born with a built-in conflict: the desire to be independent and the desire to be dependent. Children when they are first born are dependent upon their parents for everything. They have to be fed, washed, diapered, and even burped. Slowly, though, children want to become more and more independent. By the time a child becomes a teenager, the child wants to assume almost all responsibility for himself. A good, caring, concerned parent must start to learn how to let go. A teenager, however, is not mature and he can make many, many errors of judgment which could ruin his life, so a good parent must still set limits. As the teenager gets older, though, and leaves for college or for his own apartment, the young adult must now make almost all his decisions, but a concerned parent is still worried that his child may make the wrong decisions, and the child, in order to win his independence, may purposely do the opposite of what his parents want. If the parents will say white, the young adult will say black. If the parents will say black, the young adult will say white. This, of course, can lead the young adult to make disastrous decisions, but a young adult must make his own decisions. When young adults have lacked the courage to resist all their parents’ decisions, they have ended up by being squashed and by being deprived of the ability ever to make a decision. We all know about mama’s boys and girls who are afraid to leave home, etc.

On the other hand, we do not want young adults making foolish decisions. After all, parents have had much more experience in life. In most instances, their judgments are correct. The tragedy is that the better the parents, the harder the struggle. Good parents have put so much effort into their children that it is hard for them to let go. They only want the best for their children, and when they see their children throwing away their opportunities for future happiness and making mistakes, they feel that they have to interfere.

Thus, this conflict between generations is inevitable. In a way, it makes for progress because young adults, in order to create their own identities, are forced to chart new paths. They do not want to be carbon copies of their parents. Parents who have been unfeeling and uncaring and unconcerned are not troubled with this problem. They have worse problems to contend with. Children who have good parents, parents who love them and are concerned about them, need both their parents’ love and their independence. Therefore, the struggle is inevitable and actually unresolvable until the child’s identity as a person is completely secure.

That is why it is so important that young adults have other relatives and friends with whom they can discuss their problems. Otherwise, they may fall into the habit of doing just the opposite of everything their parents say or the other extreme of doing only what their parents say and never developing themselves. After discussing their problems with their relatives and friends, they can feel confident that the decisions they have made are based on sound judgment and not on whether or not they acted independently.

On Tisha B’Av we always read this troubling passage from Deuteronomy: “When you shall beget children and children’s children, and you shall have been long in the land and have dealt corruptly and have made a graven image and do that which is evil in the eyes of the L-rd to provoke Him .. . “ Moshe in this passage predicts that after the Jewish people have been in the land of Israel for a while, they will rebel. Why should Moshe feel this way? The answer is, of course, because Moshe Rabbeinu knew about human nature. He knew that children always seek different ways of doing things from their parents. This is both good and bad. This is good, in that it leads to progress. It leads to new ideas, to new music, new art, new inventions. This is good as long as these new departures are moral and within our tradition. Unfortunately, as we have seen in our own day, not all new ideas and new departures are beneficial or moral. There are those who in their effort to be new and original will go beyond the bounds of decency and the limits imposed by the Torah. They will adopt all sorts of immoral and evil ways just to prove they can be different. These new ways have brought and will bring disaster upon the Jewish people. We want our children to make their own way, but we want them to do it within the bounds of the Torah. It is inevitable that there will be conflict between the generations. We see this not only in families but also in institutions. The old ways, which were new when the older generation first utilized them, now do not seem to fit in with the new generation’s ways. Many times, the older generation will be very hurt because the younger generation wants to do things differently from the way they have done them. It is true that the problems now are different than 25 years ago, but it is also true that the younger generation just cannot repeat the experiences of the past. They must deepen them or lend new insight to them; otherwise, they will become corrupt and the problems will not be solved.

It is interesting to note that the Torah never commands us to love our parents. It only commands us to respect and honor them. The reason for this is that sometimes it is very difficult to love your parents. When you are as a young adult embroiled in the struggle to form your own identity, it is very difficult to love your parents. There are inevitable clashes. Your parents do not understand why you do not want to follow in their ways, or why you do not like their music, or why you do not like the way they dress, or why you want to put your own stamp on things. In fact, one of the favorite tricks which young adults pull on their parents, although probably not knowingly, is that they rebel to their parents’ ideals. They tell their parents, “You say you believe in this and this and this, but you do not practice it. I am going to practice it.” No person in life is totally consistent, but the truth of the matter is that in the course of time, many of us lapse far from our ideals, and it is probably good that our younger generation brings us back to them. When young people rebel to the ideals of their parents, they either try to implement the ideals of their parents to the fullest, or they point out to their parents that their parents really do not believe in the ideals that they say they believe in.

In the Torah portion Re’eh, we learn about the ceremony which the Jewish people were going to perform after they had entered the land of Israel, on two mountains, close to Shechem, or modern-day Nablus. Half the people were to stand on Mount Grisim and half the people were to stand on Mount Avel. The Levites were to stand in the middle. The Levites were to first turn to Mount Grisim and pronounce a blessing, and then those on the top of Mount Grisim were to answer, “Amen.” Then the Levites were to turn to Mount Avel and pronounce a curse, and then those on Mount Avel were to answer, “Amen.” One of the blessings and the curses had to do with parents. It said, “Cursed be one who dishonors his father and mother,” which, of course, is the exact opposite of honoring your father and mother. The Torah recognizes that many times an individual who has been blessed with good parents will have to struggle against them in order to achieve his identity and independence. However, he should never stoop to dishonoring them. He owes them so much. On the other hand, the Torah does not demand that when he is engaged in the struggle for his independence that he should love them unconditionally. Obviously, he should still love them, but it is too difficult to demand that he should have only pure feelings of love for them when he is engaged in a struggle for his independence.

That’s why in the beginning of this Torah portion, it starts, “Behold, I have set before you today a blessing and a curse.” This sentence starts with the singular “you see” and ends with the plural “before you.” “See, I have given before you a blessing and a curse.” The Hebrew world for “and” here is “Ouu.” “Ouu” can also mean in Hebrew “or.” The sentence then can be read, “See (each of you), I have given before you a family, a community which can be a blessing or a curse.” It all depends upon each of you. It depends upon how you as an individual mesh with others, mesh with your parents, your spouses, your own children, and with other people.

In this Torah portion, we also learn that after we have entered Israel, we are to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem three times an year, and that we should be happy before the Lord there. The rabbis teach us, however, that there are three types of people who cannot go up on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. One is a person who is blind in one eye, the second is a person who is lame, and the third is a person who has to be carried up by others. It is obvious here that the rabbis are speaking about people who have maimed themselves in the struggle of life. A person who is blind in one eye means a person who in his struggle to be independent cannot see how he needs others, too. He cannot see how independence and dependence can go together. It is true he may have had to struggle to win his independence from his parents, but he should never have broken off his relationship with them. He needs to be dependent and independent at the same time. He cannot be a one-dimensional character. A person who is lame means a person who cannot make rational decisions. He cannot go up to Jerusalem because he always does the exact opposite of what his parents say. He defines his identity by always rebelling, by doing exactly the opposite of what his parents or society tell him to do. That person is lame. Finally, we have one who has to be carried up by others. This means a person who has no sense of independence at all and is totally dependent on his parents or others. He cannot go up to Jerusalem because he cannot make any decisions on his own. Jerusalem is a symbol of spiritual development, and we must be at least partially spiritually developed to go up there. In this Torah portion, we continually learn that we must go up to Jerusalem as families. “You and your son and your daughter should rejoice before the L-rd you G‑d.” The secret of Jewish survival has always been the family. Judaism has always taught us how to balance independence with dependence. Children have been allowed to blossom and choose their own direction, but yet, at the same time, have always remained close to their parents and close to our tradition. In this way, all the generations have been able to spiritually go up to Jerusalem together, even if every generation took a slightly different path. Thus, the Jewish family was always able to fulfill the commandment “you shall rejoice before the L-rd your G‑d, you and your children.”

May we continue to balance dependence with independence, and may we always remember that the secret of the Jewish family’s success has always been that we have allowed our young people to grow and flourish within tradition. We have never forced them to revolt against our traditions in order for them to win their independence. May this always continue to be the case.

SHOFTEEM
Society and the Individual Both Responsible

In the Torah portion Shofteem, we learn about justice. We have the famous line, “Justice, justice you should pursue.” At the very end of this Torah portion, we learn about a special ceremony which the elders of the city closest to an unknown dead body had to perform in order to expiate themselves from the heinous crime of murder. The Torah tells us, “If one be found slain in the land which the Lord giveth thee to possess lying in the field and it be not known who has smitten him, then thy elders and thy judges shall come forth and they shall measure unto the cities which are roundabout that is slain. And it shall be that the city which is nearest unto the slain man, even the elders of that city shall take a heifer of the herd which has not been wrought with and which has not been drawn in the yoke. And then the elders are to take this heifer into a valley which has neither been sown nor plowed and they shall slaughter the heifer there. And then they should make the following declaration, ‘Our hands have not shed this blood, neither have our eyes seen it. Forgive, O L-rd, thy people Israel whom Thou has redeemed and suffer not innocent blood to remain in the midst of Thy people Israel, and the blood shall be forgiven for them. So shalt thou put away the innocent blood from the midst of thee when thou shalt do that which is right in the eyes of the L-rd.’”
The rabbis explain that this elaborate ceremony was performed in order to impress upon the elders of the community that they have a responsibility to maintain the moral tone of the community. After all, would anybody ever suspect that the elders were guilty of slaying this individual’? Could anybody have ever suspected them of killing this man, an, unidentified man, who was found dead between two cities’? The answer is, of course not. But the leaders, by the moral tone they set, have an influence on the people around them. They, by their demeanor, by the way they support impartial justice, by the way they take care of social problems and make sure that people have enough to eat, so that they will not be tempted to steal, set the moral tone of the community. They have a responsibility that goes beyond just the perfunctory performance of their duties. In other words, this Torah portion is teaching us that the community leaders have a responsibility to make sure that its citizens have the wherewithal to earn a living so that they do not have to resort to violence. The question can be asked, why also don’t the elders have to go through this ceremony when the murderer of any slain innocent person is caught? Why don’t they also go through this same ceremony to show that the leaders of a community have a responsibility to make sure that no murder should ever occur in their city? In America today we have a terrible situation. Twenty-five thousand people are murdered every year in America. This is a horrendous figure. In eight years of war in Vietnam, 50,000 men were killed, but here in America we kill 25,000 every year, and basically nobody says anything about it. Why weren’t the elders in ancient Israel required also to go through this ceremony when any innocent person was killed?

The answer is that when we do know who the person is who murdered another human being, we cannot absolve him of responsibility. We do not agree with liberals who would say that the community is solely responsible for murders, that it is all society’s fault, that it is never the killer’s fault, that he, too, is a victim. We cannot agree with that. On the other hand, we also do not agree with the conservatives who say that it is only the killer’s fault, that society has nothing at all to do with it, that if a person chooses to kill, it is his responsibility alone. We cannot agree with that. We say that it is the responsibility of both, and therefore, we make the laws of evidence very tough in Judaism. Circumstantial evidence is not allowed in a Jewish court of law. Perry Mason would have a hard time in a Jewish court because the evidence has to be very, very clear that the person did it. There have to be two witnesses who warned him, who saw the act. But in spite of the difficulty in convicting an accused, the individual is not absolved from responsibility and neither is the community. The Torah makes the elders go through this ceremony even though they do not know who killed him. The elders could always claim, “We are not responsible. Maybe the fellow tripped and hit his head and that is how he died. Or maybe he stabbed himself and then threw the knife away. Or maybe he fell off a cliff.” They couldn’t claim any of these excuses. In Judaism, both the individual and society have to take responsibility.

Society has to make sure that people have jobs. Society has to make sure people do not have to resort to violence to get the wherewithal to eat and to live decent lives. Society cannot say that it is only the individual’s responsibility. However, on the other hand, society cannot say that the individual has no responsibility either. We believe that the individual ultimately has the responsibility for conducting his life, and therefore, we Jews have always believed that no matter how we are treated, we still have the responsibility to live a good and decent life. We cannot cop out by blaming society. When society is not just, when society does not give us the opportunities we need, it narrows our choices, but we still always have a choice. Even in the concentration camp there was a choice: to be a kapo, to be one who would abuse and harm and beat other Jews, or to be a regular inmate. In a concentration camp you could also choose whether you would be satisfied with your crust of bread, or steal somebody else’s crust of bread. There is always still a choice. Of course, if a person chose to be a kapo, he would not be as culpable as if he would have chosen to be a murderer in a free society, and his punishment would be much lighter. But the point is, he still had a choice. He is responsible. The same goes for people in the ghettos today.

The ghettos produce the best athletes in America. It is interesting that out of those squalid conditions, which are not at all conducive to physical health, you have such great athletes emerge. If such wonderful athletes emerge from such squalid conditions, then good students can, too. We cannot claim that ghetto dwellers cannot be good students because they do not have good teaching facilities. Some can still make the choice to be good students in spite of the conditions. But society also bears a responsibility. It should not allow these squalid conditions because it makes it so hard to choose to be good students. It narrows the people’s choices terribly. Therefore, we would disagree with the liberals and the conservatives. We would say that both the individual and the society bear responsibility. The killer bears responsibility for what he does. He is not just a victim. At the same time, society bears the responsibility of making sure that people have wide choices so that murder and thievery and immorality are never looked on, as viable options.

This is, of course, why in the same Torah portion, we learn about the evils of necromancy and consulting the dead and so forth, because people should not feel that they have no choice, that they cannot do things, that everything is predetermined, that their fate is not in their hands. We say that no matter how we are treated, we can still do things. The Jews in Europe, if they were not allowed to own land and be in the professions, would become jewelers. If they were not allowed to be engineers in this country, as in the 1930’s, they would go into business, and if they could not practice as a doctor in hospitals, they would form their own hospitals. We have to take responsibility for our own lives and cannot cop out and blame everything on society. On the other hand, the leaders of society must always make sure that they try to give each member of society the widest choice so that criminal occupations are not looked on as viable options. We Jews have never copped out. We have always assumed responsibility for ourselves even in the worst of conditions. That is the way that it is supposed to be.

That is why, too, the whole controversy over the convent in Auschwitz was so disturbing, because the Polish Catholic church was trying to exculpate itself from any type of responsibility. We all know that there was and is a very strong anti-Semitic streak in the Polish people. The Polish people were not happy that the Jews before World War II comprised 10 to 15 percent of their population, and they actively aided the Nazis in extirpating us. But today, they do not want to assume responsibility for their complicity. Therefore, they say that many Poles were killed in Auschwitz, too. That may be true, but no Poles were ever killed in Auschwitz because they were Poles. They were killed because they were the political enemies of the Nazis. We have to remember that Hitler was a Catholic and Eichmann was a Catholic. Many of the SS were Catholics. The members of the SS were either Catholics or Protestants. Hitler was very careful to put concentration camps in Catholic countries because he knew that there was a lot of anti-Semitism in Catholic countries because of the Catholic Church’s teaching of contempt for the Jews. I remember how before Vatican II, the Catholic school children used to taunt the Jewish children who passed their schools by calling them Christ killers. I had to pass a Catholic school on the way to my school, and I got beat up several times and called a Christ killer. Things are different now after Vatican II. The American Catholic clergy is perhaps the most supportive of ecumenical movements, because they realize that they have a terrible problem. How can a religion that says it is based on love have had its adherents kill 6,000,000 Jews? It is true that Hitler did not act on the orders of the church, but the church did nothing really to stop Hitler. What’s more, Hitler did not grow up in a vacuum. He grew up in a certain environment where hatred and contempt for Jews was widely taught. He grew up in a society which did not have any respect for Jews. The Catholic church cannot exculpate themselves from responsibility. That is why, too, many Jews were upset when the Pope made a nun who was born Jewish, and converted to Catholicism when she was a teenager, into a saint. The Pope claimed that she was killed because of her good works on behalf of persecuted people, when really the reason she was killed was because she was a Jew. The Nazis never recognized any conversion. The Pope, by making her a saint for the wrong reason, is cheapening all Jewish sacrifice. He is trying to say that the church had no part in the Holocaust and bears no responsibility for it. It is true the church had no direct responsibility, but it is not guiltless. By putting the convent at Auschwitz, it was trying to say that it is guiltless. The Catholic church does bear responsibility and it cannot say, as the elders in ancient Israel would say, “We did not have anything to do with this.” The ancient elders had to go through a ceremony, they had to ask for atonement, because they created a climate in which these things could occur. We always have to remember that if you create a certain type of climate, you are responsible, too.

Our country also has to remember that when it creates a certain type of climate, it is responsible, too. It has to make sure that the poor and the homeless know that the government cares about them, and that it is interested in widening their choices, not narrowing them. No matter what the society does, the individual still has to make choices. Russian Jewry has not given up. In spite of all the problems, most of them still want to be Jews. They could have given up easily and said that it was hopeless, but they have not given up, no matter what the problems. In Russia until recently, a Jew could not have a Bar Mitzvah. There was no such thing as a bris. It was against the law. There was no such thing-as a religious marriage. It was against the law. Kashruth was impossible, yet Jews still wanted to be Jews. This is a wonderful lesson, that even though everything was against them, even though society was against them, they still did not give up.

Our concern with the convent at Auschwitz is that the church is using it to try to evade all responsibility for the Holocaust. It is pretending to have been the victim, instead of acknowledging its role as an indirect cause of the Holocaust. The church bears a great responsibility. It cannot escape it.

We as individuals should never give up, no matter what the circumstances. As individuals we cannot cop out and blame society. We have to always try our best. I am reminded of the story of a Russian Jew who went to a commissar and said he wanted to leave Russia. The commissar asked him if he was unhappy. The man said he was happy, but he wanted to leave. The commissar wanted to know why. The man said he had two reasons. First of all, three times a week his Russian neighbor got drunk and came over at three in the morning and said, “When we overthrow the Soviet regime, we are going to get you Jews.” The Russian Jew said he couldn’t stand it anymore. The commissar said, “Don’t worry. The Soviet regime will never be overthrown,” and the man replied, “That is my second reason.”

We never should give up, no matter what problems society puts upon us, but society, too, must assume responsibility. It must give its members the widest choices so none of its members will ever think that criminal or immoral behavior is a viable option. May all of us assume responsibility for our society, for ourselves, so that the Mashiach will come. Amen.

KI SATZAY
Be Positive, Not Negative

In the Torah portion Ki Satzay, we learn how we are to remember Amalek. Amalek stands for everything that is the antithesis of Judaism. Amalek believes in the survival of the fittest. “And they smote the stragglers, those who were enfeebled, and you were faint and wearied.” Amalek believes that the strong should be able to take what they can, that we should have no feelings of compassion, that the weak have no rights, that the weak only exist at the sufferance of the strong. This is actually a Nazi type of philosophy. Amalek believes the only limitations on the strong are what they can physically take. The strong should never feel that they owe anything to the poor or the helpless.

Unfortunately, today we hear some of this talk, too, that only those who are productive deserve to benefit from the production of the world, that those who do not produce should only exist at the sufferance of the strong. These types of ideas are anathema to Judaism. We also learn in this Torah portion about two other peoples, the Ammonites and the Moabites, how they were not to come into the congregation of Hashem, how they were not to intermarry with the Jewish people, even after they would convert. Of course, today there are no more Moabites and Ammonites, so everyone, after they convert, can marry into the Jewish people. It seems strange, though, that such a strong ban was put upon the Ammonites and the Moabites. The reason given was because they did not meet us with bread and water when we left Egypt, and they hired Bilam Ben B’Or to curse us. This seems very harsh. Why shouldn’t Ammon and Moab have been allowed to enter into the community of Hashem, when the Egyptians could, and the Egyptians enslaved us for 210 years? The Edomites, who attacked us and treated us badly, were allowed to enter into the congregation of Hashem, but the Ammonites and the Moabites were not. Why? The answer the rabbis give is because the Ammonites and the Moabites were mean-spirited people. They did not attack the weak and the helpless, but when they saw the weak and the helpless, they would not help. This is similar today in the United States, where many people turn the other way when they see people struggling. Even when crimes are committed, they do not want to get involved. They do not want to help the victim. This is the attribute of Ammon and Moab. But, even more than that, Ammon and Moab believed that when they had to meet the challenges of other nations, they should not try to prepare and rise to the level of their opponents. They instead believed that they should cut them down to their size. The problem with Ammon and Moab was not that they were afraid of Israel when Israel left Egypt, but that they did not want to contend with Israel in a positive way, trying to rise to Israel’s level, but instead, they tried to destroy Israel through hiring a Mesopotamian sorcerer to curse them.

In life when we face challenges, when we face competition, when we have to face all the problems about us, there are two ways we can react. We can prepare. We can educate ourselves. We can learn how to be better than the competition, or instead, we can try to cut the competition down to our size by spreading rumors and calumny and invective, by creating dissension and spewing forth lies. Many times people would rather not put out the effort to improve themselves, but would rather try to destroy others through falsehood and innuendo and anonymous letters, etc. In fact, we all know of people who when they apply, for example, to law school and let’s say there are 160 places and 165 applicants, would try to get in by destroying the reputation of five applicants. They send anonymous letters to the dean claiming that certain candidates are child molesters and have been arrested for certain offenses, all of which are lies, but which cast doubt upon these applicants and cause them not to be accepted. Mean-spirited people, who are not willing to put out the effort to make themselves better or their products better or their ideals and ideas better, rely on lies and deception and trickery in order to obtain their goals. We see this now in the negative campaigning which is taking place in the United States. In the past, candidates have usually taken the high road. They have put forward principles and platforms to improve the American society. But now many candidates, instead of putting forth positive platforms, have tried to win by cutting down their opponent. In the short run, these tactics may work, but in the long run, they are very destructive.

Judaism is a positive religion. We are concerned with the weak and the helpless. We judge a society not by how many airplanes they build or how many skyscrapers they have or how great their productive facilities are, but we judge a society by how the poor and the aged and the helpless are treated. G‑d looks out for the orphan and widow. That is what we learn in this week’s sedra. The Amalek type of philosophy is condemned. The Nazi philosophy that teaches that the strong can take whatever they can take and the poor be damned is wrong. But not only is the Amalekite philosophy wrong, but so is the Moabite and Ammonite philosophy because it is mean-spirited. It says that I do not have to help the poor. I will not take advantage of the poor, as the Amaleks do. I will not harm them, as they do, but I will not help them either. I will turn away. Also, any time I am challenged, I will not try to make myself better, but instead, I will try to cut the other person down to my size through trickery and calumny and invective and slander, etc. The secret of Jewish survival throughout the centuries has been not that we try to be loved by the people around us. In fact, until very recently, we Jews were never concerned about whether the people around us loved us. What we always tried to do is be needed. We had to be the best in everything so that people, no matter what they thought of us, knew that they needed us. Throughout the centuries, when Jewish settlement was banned in England, the English monarch always had a Jewish physician because the monarch recognized that Jewish physicians were the best. The Pope, even after he instituted a ghetto in Rome, always made sure he had a Jewish physician. We Jews survived because we always made sure that we were the best in everything. We were positive. We did not try to cut down others.

The way that you succeed in life is by being positive, not by being negative, by taking the high road, not the low road. It is our hope and prayer that all of us will realize this, because even in Jewish institutions, many times threat comes not from the outside, but from the inside because some of the members of these institutions, in order to win their point, take the low road instead of the high road. They do not contend on the level of ideas, showing how one idea is better than the other, or contend on the level of better preparation and better education. They contend instead by using slander and falsehood and deceit, etc. If this happens within the Jewish community, it can be disastrous. We have to be careful this does not happen, especially in Israel and within those organizations helping world Jewry. Judaism is a positive religion. It teaches us that if we want to meet the challenges of the future, we must have better ideas. We must have better preparation and better education. We cannot meet the challenges of the future by slandering our opponents or by using calumny or invective, but we must be positive. Ammon and Moab could not come into the congregation of Hashem because they were negative people who used vile tactics. Let us all hope and pray that we will always be positive and not negative people.

I am reminded of the story of a man at a wedding who had a little bit too much to drink. He noticed his wife a few steps away, and he went and tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Let’s dance.” The woman turned around and after he looked at her, he realized he had made a mistake and he said, “I’m sorry, you’re not my wife.” The woman looked at how drunk he was and said, “I’m very sorry for your wife. You’re not much of an excuse for a man.” The man looked at her and said, “Gee, you even talk like her.” His marriage was probably doomed. Instead of trying to be positive within their marriage, his wife had destroyed his self-esteem and destroyed the relationship and not built it. In order to prevail in life, we are told, we should be positive, not negative. Let us never adopt the tactics of Ammon and Moab.

KI THAVO

The Hidden Things Last Forever

We today are too much concerned about appearances, about surface impressions. We do not dig deeply enough to find the true, the meaningful, the important in life. Surface impressions are usually the worst type of impressions because they mislead us and cause us to sacrifice things of value for tinsel. It is interesting to note that the word for “world” in Hebrew is “Olom.” This same word in Hebrew also means “hidden.” The world is filled with hidden potentialities. It is our business to bring out the hidden potentialities in the world. If we fail to bring out these hidden potentialities, then we are in for a lot of trouble, because life will then have lost all its pizazz for us, and will have become terribly boring.

What Judaism constantly tries to do is make manifest the important things in life which are hidden. The rabbis tell us that we are all created “B’Tzelem Elokim,” in the “image of G‑d.” The word “Tzelem” can also mean “shadow.” It is our business to flesh out the shadow, to make real all the beauty and joy which are not readily apparent in life. In order to do this, we must probe deeply. That is why the rabbis always talk about not going astray after your eyes. The eyes only see the surface of things. Unless a person probes deeply and feels deeply, a person will be led to sacrifice the real and the important for the trivial and the ephemeral.

That, of course, is the underlying theme of the High Holidays. The underlying theme of the High Holidays is to return, to return to those things which are important, to those things which are not obvious at first glance, to the love of a spouse, love of parents, love of G‑d, to return to those things which really have meaning and add to a person’s life. Too often we sacrifice our integrity, our honesty, truth itself, for passing goals which really have no meaning. Someone once told me that in life the most important things are the things you cannot see and that they make up 90 percent of life. Ten percent of life may be struggling for material goals and for power and for security, but this struggle is meaningless if you lose what is real in life.

One of the purposes of the High Holidays is to make G‑d’s presence felt among all of us. Too often it is G‑d’s hiddenness which is the dominant force in our lives. We today are especially plagued by feelings of alienation and loneliness. We find we cannot attach ourselves to others, and we cannot attach ourselves to G‑d. We cannot seem to make lasting relationships. The word “Olom” in Hebrew means not only “hidden” but “forever.” If we are able to capture the hidden things, then we will be able to form relationships which last forever. Today, unfortunately, we all are too often engaged in hiding from ourselves, from others, and from G‑d, pretending always to be something we are not.

We do not want to own up to what we do. We pretend we have not done the hurtful and mean things we have done. We try to distance ourselves from those whom we have wronged. The surest way to separate yourself from a friend is to act badly toward him, to sin against him, to lie, to cheat, to betray him. That is the consequence of sin, of committing an “Avaira.” The rabbis tell us that an “Avaira” not only “Me’Tamai” but it also “Me’Chayev.” What do we mean by “Me’Tamai”? “Me’Tamai” means “to sully.” Sin sullies us. It makes us feel unclean. We no longer feel pure. When we have harmed another, we have riot only harmed him, which is bad enough, but we have also harmed ourselves. We have lowered ourselves. We have made ourselves bad in our own eyes. How can we look in the mirror when we realize the harm we have done by betraying a friend, a spouse, a cause? We also “Me’Chayev,” which means we obligate ourselves for punishment. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. When we insult somebody publicly, we can rest assured that that person is just waiting for an opportunity to pay us back.

There will always be this external aspect to sin, the reaction of the person against whom we have sinned, but the internal aspect, that which we do to ourselves, is usually much worse. We become disgusted with ourselves, but instead of owning up to our sin, we sin more by transferring our guilt to the person against whom we have sinned. We find this especially among people who have committed serious crimes. The rapist will say it was the victim’s fault because she was too pretty, or the shoplifter will say it was the shopowner’s fault because his merchandise was displayed without enough security, or the unscrupulous businessman will say it was his victim’s fault because he was too naive. This will not help, and our guilt will just increase. The guilt will penetrate and it will hurt, and we, in order to live with ourselves, will find that we must cut ourselves off completely from the person we have hurt. We must pretend that that person does not exist. Every time we see that person, our conscience will prick us and we will not be able to stand it. Instead of confronting our guilt, we will compound the problem even further by accusing our victim of wronging us, of shunning us. We will claim that the person we wronged is a subhuman character anyway and not worthy of respect.

In life, when we fail to own up to what we have done, we harm ourselves. Those people who fail to live up to their own guilt will suffer inside. They will become perverted inside and totally ashamed of themselves because of their guilt. They can gain forgiveness only if they are willing to make restitution, if they are willing to own up to what they have done. They can become pure again, but they have to make up with the person against whom they have wronged, not just by saying that they are sorry, but also by making sure that what they did in the past will not occur again. When it comes to banishing loneliness, to reestablishing relationships, we can only do this if we are willing to own up to what we have done. When we opt for distance, for separation, for breaking down long-standing relationships because we do not want to own up to what we have done, we harm ourselves inside. We destroy our own sense of goodness and respectability, our own purity.

What is it, though, that causes us to break our relationships by committing Avairas, by wronging those we love, by betraying our word, by betraying those values by which we supposedly live? The Torah portion Ki Thavo speaks about this and teaches us what we must do in order to maintain our relationships and not sink to the level where we feel we have to betray our friends, to separate ourselves from our G‑d and from the values of our religion. This Torah portion speaks about the bringing of the first fruits and also about the curses which will come upon the Jewish people if they do not follow the Torah. What did these first fruits signify? When people brought up the first fruits to Jerusalem, they were met by the dignitaries of Jerusalem, by trumpets and timbrels, by an impressive ceremony. These first fruits signified that there is always renewal, newness in the repetition of life. We should never feel that our relationships are old and worn out. We should never feel that our relationships are meaningless. Many times people feel wrongly that their relationships are worn out, finished. They feel that they have to have some pizazz in life. They feel that they have to violate their own values because life is passing them by. They cannot see the new, the exciting, the fresh in their current relationships. They cannot see the potentialities that still have not been revealed in the relationships they have with their spouse, with their friends, family, or G‑d. This ceremony was to impress upon them that they should see the beauty in their relationships. Although seemingly patterns repeat themselves, there is still so much more freshness and newness to be discovered in them. There is so much more depth to them. Don’t look for brand new things and brand new experiences, because you will be disappointed. There really are no brand new things and brand new experiences. Those so-called brand new experiences are just on the surface brand new, but they do not replenish themselves year after year. The really exciting new experiences you can have with the relationships and friendships you already have. You do not have to seek the new by destroying the old. The new is found in the old.

In this Torah portion, too, we learn about the curses that came upon the Jewish people because they did not worship G‑d with joy. We have to feel that there is joy in what we do. We cannot always feel that what we are doing is a terrible curse, a burden. What has killed more Jews spiritually than any other thing in American Judaism is the phrase, “It’s hard to be a Jew.” We must realize that there is laughter and joy in relationships, that our relationship to our spouse is a source of great joy, not just a great burden. We have to realize that assuming responsibilities is the greatest joy there can ever be in life. When a couple mutually assume responsibility for each other, they are beginning to encounter the greatest joy and happiness that can occur in life. When a couple has children, the children will give them the greatest joy and happiness found in life. When we establish a relationship with G‑d, we find great joy and happiness. To be religious is not a gloom and doom experience. Finally, the source of constant joy is the deepening of existing relationships. Many times people slip and sin and commit Avairas because they are looking for joy in the wrong place. Thrills, tantalizing experiences will not bring them joy. Drugs and alcohol will not bring joy. The joy has to be there first, and then you can drink a L’Chaim to celebrate the joy you already have. The alcohol cannot induce the joy.

Surface impressions, tinsel is fine, but wandering after the sight of our eyes leaves us alienated and hollow. Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur speak to us all.. They say, “Do Teshuva. Return. Return to the deep things. Return to the hidden things, because they last forever.” Every one of you can find the hidden potential in the world. A mother’s love is forever. Love between spouses should be forever. The love of G‑d surely is forever. You can have a wonderful life, a good life, a life not filled just with frustration and burden, but a life filled with joy. Look for the hidden things and not the tinsel, and you will have a life in which your relationships will constantly be renewed and a source of great joy. May each of us have this type of life in the coming year.

NETZAVIM-VAYELECH

Fun, Happiness and Commitment

One of the tragic mistakes that people make today is to confuse fun with happiness. Fun and happiness are two separate things. Unfortunately, people think that fun and happiness are synonyms. Fun is dependent on outside phenomena and it is only temporary. It exists only while you are doing certain things. Happiness is a state of mind and it has to do with the satisfaction that comes from establishing permanent relationships and from fulfilling self-set goals. Happiness is not the sum of many fun experiences. Fun is something which distracts a person’s mind from his real problems for a short period of time. Happiness comes from solving a person’s problems.

It is fun to go to a ballgame. It is fun to go to a party, but after the ballgame or the party, the problems still remain and a person is usually in a much worse position than before he decided to distract his mind from his problems by having fun. His problems weigh even heavier upon him now. Fun can become-like a drug. In the beginning, your mind can be distracted by a small dosage of fun, but as time goes on, you have to keep increasing the dosage in order for your mind to be lulled. The cult of fun is closely connected to Hollywood and with the Hollywood life style. Just a cursory reading of the memoirs of many of the most famous stars shows how miserable they really were. Having fun did not solve any of their problems. In fact, having fun led them to deeper feelings of loneliness and depression. It drove them to bigger and bigger parties, to more and more drink, to faster and faster sports cars, to bigger and bigger mansions, and many of them eventually to suicide.

It is true that occasionally it is good to have fun. It is good to relax and to divert our minds from our problems, but this is only so we can get renewed energy to solve our problems, not so we can avoid them. Happiness comes from solving our problems, not from avoiding them. Solving our problems, though, requires commitment, and commitment many. times entails pain and frustration and a great deal of effort. Fun is the avoidance of pain at all costs, at least the pain which strikes you. There are many practical jokers who think it is great fun to cause other people pain, to see them squirm and twist in the wind. People with this type of sadistic sense of humor get their fun out of causing other people great pain, whether it be physical or psychological, but they themselves do not suffer any pain. In the Torah, too, we learn about Doson and Avirom, who were this type of people. They joined the rebellion of Korach against Moshe, not for any hope of personal gain, but just to have fun, to see Moshe squirm and twist in the wind. They eventually were swallowed by the earth. Their pursuit of fun did not help them one bit.

Happiness is difficult to achieve because it requires commitment and it can never be obtained directly. It can only be obtained indirectly. Happiness is always a product of commitment, whether a commitment to a goal or to a relationship or to ideals. Happiness comes to a person when he achieves a self-set goal or when he knows that he is loved for himself or when he knows that he can bring happiness to others. Lasting happiness comes from a combination of all three of these factors. Fun can never bring you happiness. All it can do is distract your mind for a short period of time.

In the Torah portion Netzavim, we learn about these things. We learn about “Teshuva,” repentance, which in Judaism is tied to happiness. We believe that only a happy person can have a true relationship with G‑d and man. .As the Baal Shem Tov said, “He who is happy does his Creator’s will.” Repentance in Hebrew does not mean just to be sorry for the evil things that you have done. It also means “to return,” to return to your true self so you can find the happiness to serve G‑d. In this Torah portion, it says, “Vahashaivosa El L’Vavecha” — “and you shall return to your heart,” and right afterwards it says, “V’Shavta Ad Adoshem Elokecho” — “and you shall return unto the L-rd your G‑d.” Why do we have to have these two types of return, these two types of Teshuva? Why is the first Teshuva “return to your heart,” and the second, “return unto the L-rd your G‑d”? And what does it mean “to return to your heart”? The rabbis explain that when people do not want to commit themselves, they are uneasy. Their hearts tell them that they are on the wrong path. They know deep inside that they are all looking for shortcuts to happiness, that they do not want to do what happiness requires. They know that they have substituted fun for real happiness. They know that they are running after mirages because they really do not want to make the commitment necessary in order to achieve real happiness. In their hearts, they know that what they are doing is foolish. They know that they must come to grips with their problems if they are to obtain true happiness, a prerequisite for having a relationship with G‑d and man. They first must return to their hearts. They first must be willing to make commitments, no matter the pain and effort.

That is why the main symbol of Rosh Hashonna is the shofar. We are commanded to hear the shofar, not to blow the shofar. The sound of the shofar comes from within. The shofar talks about real relationships which cannot be gained by fancy words or by fun experiences. A person has to be willing to commit himself, to do what he knows he has to in order to gain true happiness. Surface relationships will not lead to happiness. They may seem fun, but they do not give any satisfaction. People who look for surface experiences are basically people who do not want to make a commitment. “And you shall return to your heart” means that you now realize that you can never be happy unless you are willing to make a commitment. You now realize that the present path upon which you are treading is unsatisfactory. It does not really make you happy. You must admit that fun alone is not enough. Therefore, the first step in doing Teshuva is to recognize that the path you have chosen is not the correct path, that your fun. experiences are not really leading you anywhere.

The second stage is to return unto the L-rd your G‑d, to start making commitments. This same idea is stressed in the Torah portion Vayelech, where we read how G‑d says that when the Jewish people will fail to make a commitment, “V’Anochi Haster Astir” — “I will hide surely hide My face on that day.” The rabbis ask, why does it have to say that G‑d will hide surely hide His face? Why this repetition? The rabbis explain that evil comes unto the world when G‑d withdraws from it, when man says, “I don’t need G‑d. I don’t need to make commitments.” G‑d says, “All right, you think you can run the world without Me, without making commitments? Go ahead.” The doubling of the word “hiding” means that G‑d will not only withdraw, but that people will not know what is making them uneasy. They will know that. they are uneasy. They will know that their fun experiences are not leading them anywhere, but they will not know what is wrong. This point is emphasized in the famous Chassidic story about a little girl who comes running to her father crying. Her father asks what is the matter and she says, “Daddy, the children in the. neighborhood and I were playing hide and seek. It was my turn to hide. I hid in a wonderful place, but after a few minutes the rest of the children stopped looking for me. They never found me.” Her father said, “Child, you are not the only one who is crying. G‑d also cries when His children stop looking for Him.”

We are taught in the Torah portion Netzavim how to find G‑d when we read, “U’Vocharto Bachayeem” — “and you shall choose life.” You shall make commitments to those things which enhance life and make life grow and flourish. It is hard work, but it is worth it. That’s why also in the Haphtorah to the Torah portion Netzavim, we read, “I will greatly rejoice in the L-rd. My soul shall be joyful ... As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so shall G‑d rejoice over thee.” Joy comes from commitment, from the commitment a bridegroom makes to his bride and from the commitment a bride makes to her bridegroom, from the commitment we make to G‑d to make this world and ourselves better. Fun is really based on selfishness. It is something which gives us momentary pleasure, but fun, like all selfishness, cannot make us happy. Selfishness is not unique or special. Anybody can be selfish. It is only when we perform the unique tasks which only we can perform that we are happy. Only we can be the best mother or best father to our children. Only we can perform the tasks that our generation today have been given. When we return unto the L-rd our G‑d, it means that we have taken upon ourselves the responsibility to fulfill those unique tasks which only we can perform, to be the best husband to our wife, to be the best wife to our husband, etc. Fun does not help us overcome the basic unease of life. It does not allow us to return to our heart. It is only by committing ourselves to others, to ideals, and to worthwhile goals that we can find true happiness.

Succos is known as “Yom Simchaseinu,” the day of our happiness. The reason for this is because Succos comes after we have rededicated ourselves on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur to be G‑d’s partner in creation. It is only after we have committed ourselves to our family, to our people, and to better ourselves that we can be joyful. In order to stress this, once every seven years, all the Jewish people gathered together on Succos in the Temple court to hear the words of the Torah read to them by the king to stress the fact that it was our commitment to the Torah and to its ideals which brings happiness. On Succos, too, in the Temple times, we circled the altar holding the lulavs in our hands. Today we circle the bimah in shul, at which a Torah is held with our lulavs. It is a fun thing to take the lulav and march with it around the shul, but it has meaning only if in the middle there is an altar or a Torah. Fun has meaning only if it has as its center, sacrifice, dedication, devotion.

Later, on Simchas Torah, we take all the Torahs and circle them around the synagogue to stress the fact that commitment to the Torah is the way we achieve happiness. We circle with the Torahs because a circle brings us closer to others. A circle stresses the fact that we all start from the same place and end at the same place. We all are mortal, and we all need each other. We all need to be committed to each other. A circle also stresses the fact that G‑d is equally accessible to each of us. In a circle, we are all equidistant from the center. All we have to do is commit ourselves to be worthy of G‑d’s help and to find happiness. Finally, the circle proclaims that none of us need ever feel left out. We all are included and needed: We dance in a circle to proclaim that happiness comes from being committed to each other and to G‑d. Fun has its place, but happiness is what we need. Let us never confuse fun with happiness. They are two completely different things. May we all be blessed with true happiness.

HAAZINU
Doing When You Don’t Feel Like It

Today we read the Torah portion Haazinu. Today is also Shabbos Shuva, the Shabbos between Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, which is a special Shabbos. On this Shabbos, we always read the Haphtorah from the Book of Hoshea, which begins, “Return, Israel, unto the L-rd your G‑d.” Therefore, this Shabbos is also called Shabbos Shuva because this Shabbos is the day on which we read this Haphtorah. The word “Teshuva” means “return.”‘ This is the whole keynote of the time between Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, to return to the source of being, to return to G‑d, to return to our better nature.

The Haphtorah begins, “Return, Israel, unto the L-rd your G‑d for thou hast stumbled in thy iniquity. Take with thee words and return unto the L-rd, saying unto Him, ‘Forgive all iniquity and accept that which is good; so we will render for bullocks the offerings of our lips.’” In this Haphtorah, we read later on something very strange. We read, “Whoso is wise? Let him understand these things. Whoso is prudent? Let him know them, for the ways of the L-rd are right and the just do walk in them and transgressors do stumble therein.” It is hard to understand what this means because if the ways of the Lord are right, then what difference does it make whether you are righteous or a transgressor? If you walk in these ways, then you should be able to be successful and not to stumble. After all, we are not a religion basically of creed, but of deed. We all know that if someone gets up in the synagogue and says, “I do not believe in this and that,” we tell him, “Well, sit down.” If he says he is not going to pay his charity obligations, we do not let him in on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, so why should it be that it would be different for the righteous or transgressors when it comes to walking in the ways of G‑d? If they, want to walk in the ways of G‑d, that is wonderful. After all, that is what these holidays of Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur are all about, about Teshuva, about walking in the ways of G‑d, about turning to be able to walk in the ways of G‑d. Why do we say that transgressors will stumble if they try to walk in the ways of G‑d?

Perhaps we can understand this from a sentence that we find in the Torah portion Haazinu that says, “Remember the days of old. Consider the years of many generations.” We know in America today we have a false notion of what is righteous, what is the highest form of doing good. When I teach Hebrew school or Sunday school and pose the following case to my class, invariably they choose the wrong answer. I ask them, if a little old lady who looks very haggard and very poor approaches you on the street and asks for $10, and you, with a full heart, reach down in your pocket and give her the $10 with a happy and smiling face, have you done the highest form of a good deed? Or is it a higher form of a good deed when a little old lady approaches you who is also haggard and poor and asks you for $10 and you have great struggles within yourself whether or not to give it to her? You really do not want to do it, but you overcome your hesitation because you remember the days of old. You remember the teachings of your parents and grandparents and of your upbringing and remember the demands of the Torah, and you reach in your pocket and you give her the $10 also with a smiling face and happy demeanor, so the woman does not know anything about your inner struggles. Which is the best mitzvah? Which is the highest deed? The first one where you gave it with great joy and happiness without any struggle, or the second case where there was great inner struggle where you really did not, want to give it? My class always tells me that the first case was the highest mitzvah, where you did it with a full heart. But, according to Judaism, that is not true. The highest form of mitzvah, the highest form of good deed, according to Judaism, would be to do something, even when you did not want to do it, but you still do it cheerfully and gladly, although you must overcome many inner struggles.

In America today, people seem to believe that the only good deed that counts is the good deed that you do with a full heart. What happens, though, when the baby is crying in the middle of the night? You do not feel like getting up, but you get up because you are a responsible human being. You love your children. What happens if you are a doctor and you get a call in the middle of the night and you have just gone to sleep after having seen another patient? You may grumble and scream, but you still get up if you are a responsible doctor, and go visit the patient who called. A rabbi may come home tired after hours of visiting the sick, and he gets another call that someone needs his help. He may grumble and scream at his wife that he doesn’t want to go, but he gets up and goes. I know a rabbi who always tells his wife when he is in this situation to tell the person that he can’t answer the call, but she has never had to tell the person this, because after he says these words, he immediately gets up and answers the call.

Many times we are frustrated and many times we have hesitation and inner doubts whether we should do what we know we should do, but if we are responsible human beings, we do what we are supposed to do. Unfortunately, today many people do not understand this. So many people have come to me with marriage counseling problems and many of their problems revolve around the complaint of one of the spouses, “He or she doesn’t do what I want with a full heart.” Well, what do you care? He or she is doing it. They think that somehow they are causing their spouse to do something terrible if he or she does something without a full heart. They’re doing what they are supposed to do. The man is giving his paycheck or he has decided to go to the movies or the restaurant with you. The woman has decided to go to bed. Why are you demanding that they do it with a full heart, too? At. least they are doing it. You should be thankful that they are doing it. After all, in a marriage, both of you cannot always want to do the same thing at the same time with a full heart. Sometimes, one wants to do one thing and the other spouse wants to do another thing. She did go to the football game with you, or you did go to the concert with her. Both of you may have not done it with a full heart, but you did it, so that is all that counts. When people come to me complaining, “But my spouse won’t do things with a full heart,” I answer them, “But he or she is doing it. You should be grateful that he or she is doing it. Your spouse is doing the highest form of mitzvah because he or she is trying his or her best to please you, to do the right thing, even though he or she at that particular moment does not feel like doing it.”

That, of course, is the difference between the righteous and the transgressor. The righteous do what they have to do, even though they do not feel like doing it. The transgressors stumble in the ways of G‑d because they say that they only have to do the ways of G‑d if they feel like doing it. If you do not feel like doing it, you do not have to do it. That’s why we say when we open this Haphtorah, “Take with you words and return to G‑d.” Take your words of frustration. Take your angry exclamations of how you felt like resting but you had to get up and do it anyway, and come before G‑d. G‑d looks at your deeds, not at those few words of frustration. G‑d knows that people get frustrated. He does not expect us to be perfect and be able to do everything with a full heart all the time. All He expects of us is to do our obligations and fulfill our responsibilities.

It used to be that we complained about the one-parent families, but now, unfortunately, there are no-parent families. It used to be before that husbands would run around on their wives, but now so many young women are on cocaine that they do not care at all about their babies. They neglect them and abuse them, and the social service agencies are swamped. There are so many babies in the system now that they have no room for them. Child abuse is getting worse and worse because parents do not feel that they should have to take care of their children unless they feel like it. When they do not feel like it, they should not have to. But this is not what G‑d demands of us. G‑d demands that we be responsible at all times, even when we do not feel like it. That is the mark of a righteous person. We may get angry and frustrated because we have to fulfill our responsibilities, but as long as we do them, that is all that counts.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who got on the airplane in Los Angeles and told the stewardess to make sure that he got off in St. Louis. He sat down and fell asleep. When he woke up in New York, he really got angry and raked the stewardess up and down, over the coals. As he left the airplane, he said, “I am suing you and the airline,” etc. Another stewardess came up to her and said, “Boy, was that guy mad.” She replied, “Well, he was mad, but he was not as mad as the man I put off in St. Louis.” In life today, we must remember that the important thing is to do the right thing. The important thing is to do the right thing even when you do not feel like doing it. Take your angry words and frustrated words, but return to G‑d. Do the right thing. Be a responsible human being. If we all will do that, then certainly the Mashiach will come. Amen.

V’ZOS HABROCHO
The Jewish Wedding and Jewish Values

In the Torah portion V’Zos Habrocho, we learn how “The L-rd came from Sinai and rose from Seir unto them.” G‑d is pictured here, the rabbis-tell us, as a bridegroom coming to meet his bride Israel. The Revelation at Sinai was the marriage between G‑d and Israel. Every Jewish marriage partakes of this marriage between G‑d and Israel at Mt. Sinai. The Jewish wedding is special. Even the symbols of the Jewish wedding are more than symbols. They also speak about what is necessary in order to have a happy and fulfilling marriage. The bride and groom, the rabbis teach us, are considered as if they are reborn on their wedding day. All their previous sins are forgiven. That is why it is customary among Orthodox Jews for the bride to go to the mikvah, which is a symbol of rebirth, and for the couple to fast on their wedding day. It is a symbol that they are starting out anew.

The groom and the bride are escorted to the chupah by their parents and the marriage takes place before at least a minyan. This signifies that the couple is not just getting married for themselves: They are getting married in order to forge a new link in the chain of Jewish generations. They are not getting married just for themselves, but for the Jewish people and for their parents. It signifies that their parents have successfully completed one of the major tasks incumbent upon every Jewish man and woman — to raise their children in such a way so that they will one day stand under a chupah and get married. A marriage is, in a certain sense, the parents’ graduation. They have successfully fulfilled one of their charges, to make sure that Jewish generations do not end with them.

One ancient Jewish tradition is for the bride to circle the groom, as we circle the synagogue on Simchas Torah. This is to demonstrate that from now on the bride should be the most precious thing in the whole world to the groom and vice versa. The bride and groom stand under a chupah, which is a strange structure. It has a roof, but no sides. This is to teach the couple that the most important thing in marriage is that they share common values and aspirations. The chupah stands for the couple’s home. The sides of the home could be made of platinum or gold, but if the couple does not share common goals and aspirations, the marriage will not work. On the other hand, the sides of the couple’s home could be made of straw or tin, but if the couple. share common goals and aspirations, the marriage will endure and the couple will be happy.

The couple drinks from two cups of wine. These cups signify fruitfulness, success, inner joy, and happiness. Children should be the desire of every couple. They add, they do not subtract from the couple’s own relationship. They deepen this relationship. There are two cups of wine because not just material success is needed in a marriage, but inner joy and happiness are needed. A couple can enjoy good material success but be miserable in their own home. People looking at them from the outside could think what a wonderful couple they are, but if the inner dynamics of their relationship are not right, their marriage will not endure. The couple must respect each other’s individuality. In the Jewish tradition, respect is more important than love in a marriage, because unless a couple respects each other and treats each other with kindness, their love will wither.

That is one of the meanings, too, of the breaking of the glass. Glass is different from other objects. Iron rusts, wood rots, but a piece of fine cut glass can last for centuries. Every morning, as the hues of the sun reflect in the glass, new colors and new beauty can be seen. However, glass has a defect. If it slips through your hands, it smashes into a million smithereens and cannot be reconstituted. Treating your spouse with disrespect causes the glass to slip from your hands and causes love to. be smashed into a million smithereens.

Drinking from the same cup also signifies that the couple must share the good and bad in life. Their marriage must be based on “we,” not “I’ Their marriage must be the most important thing in their lives. If their careers or other things take precedence, the marriage will have a hard time enduring. The ring, too, signifies that the husband takes upon himself to support and be faithful to his wife, and by her acceptance of the ring, the wife declares that she will be faithful to him. Fidelity is also essential in a marriage.

To sum up, the Jewish marriage ceremony itself tells the couple what it is that is needed to build a sound marriage: 1) That they are getting married not just for themselves, but for the Jewish people, and therefore, they are not to cut their ties with their families or their religion. They are also to realize that the number one person in their lives should now be their spouse, but they are not to cut off their other relationships. 2) That they must share common goals and aspirations and put their marriage before everything else. 3) That they should want to have children. 4) That they must always treat each other with respect; otherwise, their love will wither. 5) That they must be willing to share with each other all of life’s experiences and not to shut out the other partner. 6) That they must be faithful to each other and the husband must be willing to support his wife.

SHABBOS ZOCHOR

Popularity and Leadership

Today is Shabbos Zochor. On this day, we remember what Amelek did to the Jewish people when they left Egypt, how they attacked the weak and the helpless and the stragglers. This Shabbos is meant to teach Jews throughout the generations that there is evil in the world. We Jews many times adopt a Pollyannish attitude and feel there is not evil in the world. We want things to be good so much that we discount many times warning signs. We fail to believe that people really mean what they say when they say that they want to kill us, when they say they want to harm us and hurt us and exploit us and do away with us. In the ‘30s there were Jews who said that Hitler did not really mean what he said in “Mein Kampf.” He was just pandering to the masses, but really he would never carry out such a program. They, of course, were wrong. Today, we have people who say the same thing about Arafat. They say Arafat does not mean what he says in the Palestinian covenant. He really does not mean to wipe out Israel and cast all the Jews into the sea, or, even worse, kill them all. They cite as proof the few words he mumbled at Geneva, but we know that he means what he says. How do we know he means what he says? Because of what he tells his own people. He still tells his own people that he is going to destroy Israel and supplant it, with a totally Arab state. Why is it that today we believe Gorbachev and the Russians when they say that they want peace, while under Brezhnev and other leaders, we did not believe them? After all, the Russians used to hold periodic peace conferences and spout off their peaceful intentions at the United Nations and through all the propaganda media and in the West, but we never believed them until now. Why is it that we believe Gorbachev now? The reason we believe Gorbachev now is that now he is telling his people exactly the same thing he is telling us. Under Brezhnev and Khrushchev they would say one thing at the UN, but to their own people, they would say something else. The reason we believe Gorbachev now is because he is saying the same thing to his people. He is demonstrating by his words and his actions towards his own people that he really believes that it is time to have peace in the world. Arafat, up to now, has not done so. He speaks one way to the West and another way to his people. Until he is willing to tell his own people that Israel is here to stay and they have to live with Israel, we cannot trust him. He must also say that the PLO is giving up the right of return, because one of the primary platforms of the PLO is that all those Arabs, and their descendants, who used to live in Tel Aviv and Haifa and Beer Sheba, etc., can return to those places, even after the Palestinians would receive a state. Until they give up the right of return, their goals remains the destruction of Israel. Until the PLO renounces the right to return, until it changes its covenant, I do not believe we can trust the PLO. This, of course, may be an unpopular stand. Everybody is running and rushing to Arafat’s side, including many Jews, who say he really does not mean what he says to his own people. He is only mollifying them. You will see when he gets into power that he will adopt and follow a moderate course. This, of course, is the same thing they said about Hitler, and they were wrong about Hitler, and they are wrong about Arafat today.

In the Haphtorah that we read today, we learn about the terrible cost that comes to people who just want to court popularity. We learn about Saul, who was chosen to be king of Israel, but who had a fatal flaw. The fatal flaw was that he could not stand up to people. He could not stand to be unpopular. There are two instances recorded in the Bible which caused Saul to lose his kingdom. One of them concerned the time when Samuel had him gather all the tribes and told Saul to wait for him so he could officially crown him. But the people pressed Saul and said they had waited enough for Samuel, and Saul gave in to the people. In this particular Haphtorah portion, we learn how Saul gives in to the people again. He does not give in to the people because the people are morally right or morally justified. He-gives in to them just so he can retain his popularity. He was commanded by G‑d to wipe out the Amalekites. There is a moral problem involved here, but that was not Saul’s problem. Saul went and he did wipe out the Amalekites; except he saved the ringleader, the Amalekite king Agog, the one who was really responsible for everything, and he also saved the cattle. Why did he do this? Because he was afraid of the people. The people wanted it and clamored for it, and, therefore, he did it. When Samuel came and saw this, he was furious and G‑d appeared before Samuel and said He was taking away Saul’s kingdom because of this, because a leader must be able to do unpopular things and stand up against the people.

In Jewish tradition, we know that a leader also has to stand up against G‑d. If the conditions are too harsh, even if the Jewish law is too harsh, a leader should stand up for his people against G‑d; but that is not just because the people want something. It is because the people need something. Abraham stood up against G‑d to defend the people of Sodom and Gomorrah. Moshe stood up against G‑d to defend the Jewish people from punishment. If Saul would have stood up to G‑d and said it was not right what He was doing to the Amalekites, or maybe You are asking the Jewish people to do too much, that would be within Jewish tradition, but he did not do that. He did not stand up against G‑d. He was just afraid to stand against the people. The people did not need the cattle. The people did not need to save the Amalekite king to serve as a symbol of their superiority. Saul did not carry out G‑d’s command to slay the cattle and king because it would have made him unpopular, and therefore; his kingdom was wrested from him.

When Samuel saw. him, he said to him, “Are you so small in your own eyes, the head of the tribes of Israel, that you do not follow G-d’s commands? Why didn’t you listen to the voice of G‑d, and you flew at the spoil and did evil in the eyes of G‑d.” Saul answered him, “The people took the booty, the sheep and the cattle.” When Samuel told him that G‑d has rejected him as being king for this, what did Saul say? He still did not get the point. He  said, “I have sinned because I have violated the word of G‑d and your word because I was afraid of the people and I listened to their voice.” He was afraid to be unpopular. Then when Samuel told him that he will not even go out with him to greet the people because Saul despised the word of G‑d, Saul grabbed hold of his garment and even tore it. And Samuel said to him, “Just as you have torn my garment, you have torn your kingdom from yourself.” He still did not understand. Saul said then, “I have sinned. Now honor me before the elders of my people, before Israel. Return with me in front of them.” In other words, he was still only concerned with his popularity among the people. He did not get the point that his kingdom was lost because he was only concerned with popularity.

Unfortunately, today there are many leaders who act the same way. In the United States today, people are afraid to raise taxes. Why? We are 75 percent richer than we were in 1968. We have a five‑trillion‑dollar economy. We cannot have national health insurance, but all the other countries of the world can have it. We cannot take care of the homeless or the poor and make sure we lower infant mortality. Of course we can. The leaders are afraid to stand up to the people. In the United States today, instead of taxing, we borrow money, which means that we have to pay it back, which means that the interest as a percentage of our national budget, which is already 25 percent, will grow to maybe 40 or 50 percent. Israel today spends 40 percent of its budget to pay back loans. It has an excuse — the terrible defense burden. Israel spends another 22 percent on defense, which leaves only 38 percent to run the country. The United States is following the same pattern. Pretty soon we will use 40 percent of our budget to pay back loans, too. It is a terrible situation, but the political leaders are afraid to do anything about it because they will become unpopular.

People many times want things they should not have, and a leader should be able to stand up against the people and tell them the things that they have to do, even if they do not want to do it. Unless you have good leadership, your kingdom will be wrested away from you. This applies throughout all the spectrum of issues. Jews who want to pander to the good will and public opinion of others are harming Israel. They want to be popular. They do not want to do the right thing. We know Israel cannot surrender to the PLO. It would be the death knell of Israel. Israel cannot be stampeded into doing things that would hurt her. When Jews have pandered, trying to seek the popularity of others, we have always been hurt.

That, too, is the story of Purim. The Jewish people were willing to go attend banquets where Achashverosh displayed the utensils of the Temple and mocked us and degraded us. And instead of standing up for ourselves, we laughed, too. Today, too, many Jews laugh and think cute the degrading comments of Jewish and other comedians directed against our people. In order to be popular, they are willing to say and do anything. This is not right. If we want Israel to survive, many times we will have to do things that are not popular; otherwise, our fate will be the same as Saul’s.

I am reminded of the story of the woman who went into a butcher and said, “I would like 12 lamb chops. Please make them lean.” The butcher said, “Of course, which way do you want them to lean? Right or left?” It is not our business to try to please the right or the left. It is not our business to be popular with certain groups or even with the total group. It is our business to do what is right and display leadership. Yes, we can stand against G‑d, even stand against G‑d on certain laws and certain principles, etc., as long as it is the things people need, and not just what the people want. To give in to people just because they want certain things is destructive. You just cannot have things you want. If you just pander to the people, you will end up by destroying them and by destroying yourself. Let us all hope that we will all realize this so that the Jewish people will endure and the State of Israel will endure and so that the Mashiach will come. Amen.

PESACH
To Be Free, We Need the Family

Last night we all had a seder. At the seder we celebrated freedom. The rabbis. are divided as to what freedom actually means. What type of freedom did we celebrate? There is an argument between Rav and Shmuel. One of them says that the freedom that we are actually celebrating is the freedom from physical slavery. That is why the first answer that is given to the questions the children ask is that we were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, and the Eternal brought us out from there with a strong hand and an outstretched arm. The other rabbi says no, what we are celebrating is our freedom from idolatry, and therefore, we read in the Haggadah, “In the beginning long, long ago, our forefathers were worshippers of idols.” The worst part of slavery in Egypt was that we ourselves had become addicted to idol worship. The rabbis say that the Jewish people were on the 49th level of Tuma. If they would have descended any further, they would have been unredeemable, so therefore, the freedom that we are celebrating in the seder is freedom from idolatry. We know that the Jewish people, when they are oppressed overmuch, many times adopt the idolatry of the people around them, and even though sometimes it looks as though they have physical freedom, they are in great jeopardy. There was a very famous essay written by Achad HaAm entitled, “Slavery in the Midst of Freedom,” and in this essay he postulated the fact that the Jews in Eastern Europe at the turn of the century were free inside, although the conditions in which they lived were almost akin to slavery. They could not enter certain occupations. They could not live in certain districts. In order to live-in Moscow, a Jew had to bribe a police commissioner. They had all sorts of discriminatory taxes. They had all sorts of other duties and obligations placed upon them that the general public did not have. Although they were hounded and harassed and persecuted, inside they knew that they were free. Inside. they knew that they had a culture and a religion which gave them internal freedom and which they knew was superior to the culture around them, similar to the way Americans feel that our culture is superior to the culture of other people who live in Africa and Asia, etc., so therefore, we send Peace Corps overseas. We do not entertain Peace Corps from these countries on our shores. On the other hand, the Jews in Western Europe, although since 1860 or 1870 they were allowed full political freedom and allowed even to serve in Parliament and almost all occupations were open to them and they could live anywhere they wanted, yet they felt inferior inside, and because they felt inferior inside, therefore, they acted as if they were slaves. Many times, they did not even want to let anybody know that they were Jewish. They wanted to change their names, their noses, etc. In their case, there was slavery in the midst of freedom. So we know that freedom itself is not a singular concept. It is a multiple concept.

In fact, the seder itself speaks about this. That is why on the seder plate we have two inverted triangles. The first triangle consists of the shankbone, the egg, and the bitter herbs. These stand for the three types of redemption that we celebrate at the seder on Pesach. The shankbone signifies the redemption of G‑d’s name in the world. After all, if we look at the world, we see that many times it looks like might makes right, not right makes might. When we Jewish people refer to Pesach in the Torah, we always refer to it as Pesach. We do not refer to it as “Chag HaMatzos.” (G‑d refers to it-as “Chag HaMatzos.”) We refer to it as Pesach, because in Hebrew it also means “limping.” When we look at this holiday, it looks as if G‑d is limping, that G‑d’s justice cannot be seen clearly, but this holiday shows that G‑d does reveal Himself in human history, that G‑d does right wrongs, that G‑d is on the side of those who are helpless and oppressed and abused. So, the first redemption that we celebrate is the redemption of G‑d’s name.

The second redemption that we are celebrating is the redemption of the Jewish people. That is why we have the egg, because the egg is the symbol of destruction. The seder night, which this year comes out on Wednesday night, is also the same night in the week in which Tisha B’Av comes-out. This year Tisha B’Av will also come on a Wednesday night. We are celebrating the redemption of the Jewish people from slavery. And the bitter herbs signify the redemption of the individual from malaise and from -depression. We know that the individual, too, suffers even in the midst of freedom, unless he knows how to be connected to his people, how to be connected to values that are bigger than himself. That is, of course, what a great philosopher and psychologist of our era, Viktor Frankl, found out when he himself was in a concentration camp. The only people who were able to survive in a concentration camp were those who never gave up hope. I am not talking about those who were thrown in the gas chamber or were shot, because no one can survive those conditions, but in the concentration camp there were a lot of people who died because they gave up hope. They were called Musselmen. The people who never gave up hope were religious people. They were people who had a sense that they lived not just for themselves, but that they lived for G‑d and they had to endure in order that they could testify to these terrible atrocities and make sure they would never occur again. They knew that life was not meaningless, that they had to survive. Therefore, Pesach also celebrates the survival of the individual. That is why they even had a seder in Auschwitz. How could they have a seder in Auschwitz? They had a seder because the people knew inside that they were still free. They would not succumb to this idolatry. What the Germans wanted to do was not just kill Jews, but to break their spirit and show that they were subhuman, but the Jews would not succumb to that type of idolatry. They knew that they were G‑d’s creatures and had dignity, so they even took potato skins and put them in water to get wine. They smuggled out a little flour that was used for paste for target practice for the Germans and made a little bit of matzoh. They knew inside that they were still free. They may have been in the worst slavery possible physically, but spiritually they knew that they were free.

We know that we have to be free, and at the seder, it is interesting to note, in ancient days there were two rules that had to be observed. The first rule that had to be observed was that you could not be part of the seder unless you were designated as part of the seder before the Korban Pesach, the lamb, was sacrificed at midday. Pesach actually begins midday on the 14th, when Chol Hamoed begins. Pesach is the only holiday where Chol Hamoed begins even before the holiday begins that evening. You could not be a part of a seder unless you were also included in. that seder at that point. You could not join a seder later on, as we can do today.

The second interesting part was that when they ate the Korban Pesach, they ate it when we eat the Afikomen today. You had to be satisfied. You had to be filled before you could eat the Korban Pesach. They ate many other things before they ate the Korban Pesach. They had to eat the Korban Pesach on a full stomach. Why was this so?
It seems to me that the reason they had to do all these things is connected to the redemptions that we celebrate on this day, and that is that the redemption of G‑d’s name in the world and the Jewish national redemption and the individual redemption of the Jewish people are all tied into the family. In order to bring these redemptions to fruition, in order to have them occur in the world, we have to have a strong family. Without a strong family, none of these redemptions can take place. The key to bringing about all these redemptions is the family. On other Jewish holidays, you do not have to be a part of a group designated beforehand, before you could come to the meal. But on this holiday, you have to be part of a designated group before you can come to the seder. On Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, even if you are a sinner and an apostate Jew, you can come and participate, but not on Pesach. On Pesach we. do not welcome apostate Jews to the seder. The reason for it is that Pesach is a holiday of commitment. How is it that we commit ourselves to implement Jewish ideals in the world? We implement them by being true to our family. That is why it says in the Haggadah that G‑d saw our affliction after we had cried to Him. What did G‑d see? What was the worst thing that happened to us in Egypt? It was not that we had to work so hard with the bricks and had a terrible diet, etc., but G-d saw three things. He saw our affliction, which the rabbis say means the separation of husband and wife. Families were being broken. Husbands and wives were being separated and could not live together as man and wife. The second thing G‑d saw was “Amoleinu” — “our burden,” which the rabbis explain to mean that these were our children who were killed, that these were the boys that were thrown into the river. The third thing was “Lachatseinu” — “our oppression.” “Lachatseinu’’ means the pressure that they pushed unto the breaking point so that we could not function. These were the three terrible things that prevented redemption from coming to us. One was the breaking up of the family, the second was the killing of the children, and the third thing was that they pushed us to the breaking point so we could not have any relationships, and that is a terrible thing. Unfortunately, in America today family is not thought of very highly. Family is on the bottom of the list. The most important thing in America today is individualism, to make your own mark, even if it means that you have to destroy your family of many years, even if it means destroying your wife and children. That is not the Jewish way. That is not what we consider the highest form of values. That is why there are so many miserable people today. They seem to have freedom, but they do not have freedom. They have slavery in the midst of freedom because they do not know how to achieve the real freedom. Real freedom has three components. You have to be willing to attach yourself to G‑d and make His name great, to a people, to a family, and then you can also try to redeem yourself and bring your talents to the fore, but they all must be dealt with in the structure of community and family. That is why the Pesach seder is not held in the shul. It is held in the home because that is the key to the redemption of the individual, the Jewish people, and with the Jewish people, the whole world, and of G‑d’s name in the world. Unless we have strong families, we are going to be in a lot of trouble. We have to rethink our value system. We have to make sure that children are thought to be the greatest blessing that G‑d can confer upon a person and not a terrible burden which stops a person from developing himself. Unfortunately, in America we have the wrong value system. It is very important that we realize that marriage is the highest of all values. Young people especially should want to get married. The worst thing that G‑d saw in Egypt was the separation of husbands and wives. We should strengthen the family and make sure we are willing to have children. We should make sure that we do not put so much pressure on ourselves that we break all our relationships. If people have too much pressure, they cannot endure and cannot stand it. Therefore, we must make sure that we do not have a society which puts all this constant pressure on us, as unfortunately we have in our society today where people have to flee to drugs and alcohol to relieve themselves of this terrible pressure.

Therefore, this Pesach seder teaches us not only about freedom, but how to achieve real freedom, how to achieve real redemption in the world, how to redeem G‑d’s name, how to redeem Israel and the nations, how to redeem ourselves personally, and that is by strengthening the family.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who had a terrible communicable disease. The doctors did not know how to treat him, so one doctor took him and put him in a special ward in a special hospital. Afterwards, the other doctors came and said, “How are you treating him?” The doctor replied, “Well, I have found a method. Three times a day I give him flounder and pancakes.” The other doctors wanted to know if it was helping. The doctor answered, “Well, I don’t know, but that is all I can slide under the door.” Unfortunately, that is what we are doing here in America. We pretend we do not see all the problems, but we are fooling ourselves. We have not established the right value system, and if we are to bring redemption to the world, we must strengthen families. Let us hope redemption will come soon. Amen.

Didactic Memory: Answering the Question Why

On Pesach we know that we are commanded to remember the Exodus from Egypt. We know that we have a seder on two nights of Pesach specifically to remember the Exodus from Egypt, but why do we need to have a seder? After all, we are commanded to remember the Exodus from Egypt all the time. We are supposed to remember the Exodus every day, and in fact we do. In the third paragraph of the Shma, we mention the Exodus from Egypt. We say, “In order that you remember and do all my commandments and be holy for your G‑d. I am the L-rd your G‑d who brought you out of the land of Egypt . . . “ We say this third paragraph of the Shma twice a day. What’s more, every Shabbos when we say the kiddush, we remember the Exodus from Egypt, so what is so special about Pesach that we should remember the Exodus from Egypt? What’s more, when we are talking about the Exodus from Egypt, we say, “And you shall remember this day as if when you went out of Egypt.” We also have just a few sentences later, “And you should tell your son on that day,” which is, of course, where the word “haggadah” comes from. You are supposed to tell your son. Why do we have these other specific commandments to remember the Exodus from Egypt? What’s more, the Rambam, when he mentions how we are to remember the day when we left Egypt, says the word used is the same word, “Zochor,” used in the phrase “to remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.” We know that one of the reasons for this is mentioned in the Book of Deuteronomy. We are to remember the Sabbath because we were slaves in Egypt. We are to remember the Sabbath, not only because G‑d created the world, but also because G‑d created freedom. This word, “Zochor,” the Rambam said, is the same “Zochor” that is used in the phrase “remember the day you left Egypt.” Of course, there is also another “Zochor,” which is “Zochor Amalek.” We learn in the Torah portion Ki Satzay how we are supposed to remember Amalek. Amalek attacked the weak and the helpless. So there are actually four different places that we mention remembering. It seems strange that we have these four different sentences that refer to memory. “And you shall remember the day when thou camest forth out of the land of Egypt all the days of your life.” “Remember this day ever year when you went free out of Egypt.” “And you should tell your son on that day.” “Remember Amalek.” There are actually four different types of memory, too. That is why we have these four different sentences.

There is a memory which is just something that you mention. You mention it and you think about it, but it does not really affect your life. That is the memory that we do every day when we remember Egypt. We think about it. It is a historical memory. It is true that it gives us identity and adds to our lives, but it does not affect us that much. Then there is a different kind of memory, a memory in which you relive the experience. That is the memory of this day where we actually have a seder and are actually reliving the experience. That is why the same word is used when we say the "L’cha Dodi” every Shabbos — “Shamor V’Zachor — because every week we relive G‑d’s creation. For six days we are active and creative, and on the seventh day we become man, the appreciator. Just as G‑d rested on the seventh day, we rest. We reenact the experience. We experience, so to speak, what G‑d experienced when He created the world. We are no longer involved in the hurly-burly of creation. We are man, the appreciator. We appreciate our family and what we have created. We become man, the meditator.

Then there is another type of memory which is a didactic memory, that it is not enough to relive the experience, but you also have to teach that experience to the other generation. There is also, unfortunately, a fourth memory and that is a negative memory. “Zochor Amalek.” Remember Amalek. It is not a historical memory, but when you are taunted and told you are a dirty Jew, etc., then you actually relive all that bitterness of the attack of Amalek. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who only have a negative memory. They do not have a positive memory. All that makes them Jews is anti-Semitism, persecution, negative feelings. Many of these Jews would rather not be Jews. I remember I had a great shock when I was a very young man, when I attended a meeting of the Seattle Jewish Community Council, and the head of the Community Council got up and said that the worst possible thing that ever happened to him was being born a Jew, but now that he was a Jew, he was going to make the best of it. What a terrible, negative feeling that he had about his own identity. My father told me a story when he was president of the Seattle Hebrew school that a great-aunt of mine left quite a bit of money to the school and they were able to buy a school bus with it. With that school bus they used to pick up all the children. After the school bus was on the street a week or two, somebody from a liberal Jewish organization called him up and said, “Get that Jew wagon off the streets.” They did not want to have any physical signs of Jews on the streets. It embarrassed them. That is a terrible, negative memory.

Of course, to counteract that negative memory, we have a positive memory when we remember the many positive achievements Jews have given to the world, such as Nobel prize winners, artists, etc. Therefore, a historical memory is good. We study Jewish history and it is positive. It makes us proud of who we are and what we are and allows us to have a positive image of ourselves. However, historical Judaism, just learning about Jewish history, is not enough. It will not give a person enough content in order for him to want to be Jewish. It allows you to hold your head up and be proud, but you -will not be able to transfer a positive Jewish identity to your children, so they will want to do mitzvahs and practice the Jewish religion fully.

That, of course, is one of the great faults of American Jews today. Most American Jews have passed successfully from the negative image of a Jew to the historical image of the Jew, where they are proud of being Jews and proud of Jewish history and proud of Jewish accomplishments in the world, but many of them do not want to practice Judaism themselves in their own lives. They do not realize what a source of comfort it is, how it helps us overcome our problems, how it brings us closer to man and closer to G‑d. That, of course, is what the seder is. The seder has you experience Judaism in your being, and when you experience Judaism in your being, then you know how much it adds to your life and how much it can give to your life. Jews who are only historical Jews do not have enough. It does not give them enough reason to sacrifice for their Judaism. These same people who are proud that they are Jews may desert the Jewish people and intermarry, etc., while a person who knows he has to have a Jewish home and a spouse knows this because he is committed to living a Jewish life. Then, finally, you have a didactic memory where it is not just enough to experience it yourself, but you must be able to pass it on to your children. Historical Jewish memory is the past. The experiential Jewish memory, having a seder and experiencing Jewish mitzvahs is the present, but you also have to have a future. The future means you have to have your children ask questions. You have to be willing to answer why. Many Jews in the first generation in America practiced, but they would not answer their children’s questions why. You have to answer why. That is what the seder is all about. It is about Jewish continuity, about preserving memory. The only way you can preserve memory is not just through historical appreciation of the past. It is by living it yourself, and not only living it yourself, but living it with your children and answering their questions of why. If you are not willing to answer your children’s questions of why, then you are not going to be able to transfer Judaism on to the next generation, and that is essential. That is what the Pesach seder is teaching us to do — how to transfer memory, how to transfer the Jewish identity, not just as a proud past historical experience, but as a future direction for the generations, so that the world can learn from Judaism the things it still has to learn in order to perfect itself. Unfortunately, there are many Jews today who are completely ignorant of their Jewish heritage. They do not know what it stands for, and they get involved in all sorts of causes and claim that this is Judaism and that is Judaism, but these causes are not Judaism.

I am reminded of the story of a man on an airplane. A stewardess came by and was passing out chewing gum. She told him the chewing gum would help his ears and make it easier for him when they landed. The man took the chewing gum. After they landed, he went to one of the clerks of the airline and said, “You know, that gum helped me, but it took me a whole hour to get it out of my ears.” Many Jews misinterpret what Judaism is all about. They do so because they do not have enough knowledge. Their memory is insufficient. In order to have proper Jewish memory which can preserve Jewish values and cause us to act positively in the world so that the complete Ge’ula will come, we need to have not just a negative memory, and not just a positive, historical memory. We need also an experiential memory which is also didactic, which teaches future generations, too, the beauty of Judaism because we live it every day and we are open to answer our children’s questions. Let us hope and pray that we will all have such a Judaism and the Mashiach will come. Amen.

How to Transmit Values

We all know that at the seder we read the Haggadah. The basis of the Haggadah is found in the Torah portion Ki Savo where we learn about the special declaration which a person made when he brought the first fruits into the Temple. This declaration begins, “An Aramean tried to destroy my father and he went down to Egypt and sojourned there, a few in number, and he became there a nation great and mighty and populous, and the Egyptians dealt ill with us and afflicted us and laid upon us hard bondage, and we cried unto the L-rd, the G‑d of our fathers, and the L-rd heard our voice and saw our affliction and our toil and our oppression, and the L-rd brought us forth out of Egypt with mighty hand and with an outstretched arm and with great terribleness and with signs and with wonders.” These are the few sentences that form the core of the Haggadah. Based on these few sentences there are many interpretations, so we read the sentence “And he went down to Egypt,” and then we read, “Why did he go down to Egypt? He was compelled by G‑d’s decree.” This is the interpretation. We explain every few words of the sentence in detail. That is the core of the Haggadah. This core of the Haggadah goes back thousands of years before the destruction of the Temple. In fact, there have been many things that have been added to the Haggadah, but this is the core of the Haggadah. We know that “Mah neeshtanah,” the four questions, are a part of the earliest part of the Haggadah as well. They are found in the Mishnah. We found other things, too, that have been added later, but the core of the Haggadah starts after we lift up the cup and we say, “The promise made to our forefathers holds true also for us, for more than once have they risen against us to destroy us and in every generation they rise against us and seek our destruction, but the Holy One, Blessed by He, saves us from their hand.” And then we go into the core of the Haggadah, into reciting these sentences that the person who brought the first fruits made when he came to the Temple. It seems strange, though, that this is the core of the Haggadah, the main part of the Haggadah, that we have to read it in order to fulfill the mitzvah of the Haggadah. Why should it be this statement? Why don’t we have a ringing declaration from the Book of Shmos, the Book of Exodus, in which we have told about the plagues and about Pharaoh and about Moshe? Why don’t we quote from there? Why do we quote from this declaration made by a person who lived many years after the Exodus? After all, in order to bring first fruits to the Temple, we had to have a Temple in Jerusalem. Or before the Temple in Jerusalem, we brought these first fruits to the Tabernacle in Shiloh, but that was not set up until at least 50 years after the Exodus from Egypt. Not only that, this declaration was made four, five, six, eight hundred years after the Exodus. Why should this be the core of the Haggadah and not a firsthand statement which came out of the Book of Exodus?

The rabbis say the reason for that is because this statement is in the first person, and we identify with our ancestors in this statement, that this statement means that not only were our ancestors taken out of Egypt, but we were taken out of Egypt. As I mentioned before, the whole essence of Pesach is memory. The whole essence of Pesach is how do we transfer memory? We do not just transfer memory by having a historical account of the event given in the third person. This type of historical Judaism always fails. It is true that it gives a Jew a sense of identity and a pride of his past, but it does not give him a future. It does not tell him he should continue to be Jewish. It does not imbue his heart and his mind and his spirit and into his very bones the idea that he has to be a practicing Jew. The purpose of the seder is not just to teach us history, to give an account of what happened, but to actually make us part of history, to actually have us relive the experience of the Exodus. It is experiential — it is not just historical. And, what’s more, it is not just experiential, it is also didactic, because we are supposed to teach the lessons of the Exodus to our children so that future generations will continue the memory of the Jewish people, that they will continue to be Jews through and through, not just in their minds, but also in their hearts and into their very bones. The purpose of the seder is to transfer memory and that, of course, is what we are here today also doing, remembering the past so we can transfer to the future.

Today we say yiskor. It is interesting to note that the central character of this declaration is, according to the rabbis, Yaacov. It says, “An Aramean tried to destroy my father,” and it explains that this was Yaacov. Why should this be Yaacov? Why aren’t Avraham and Yitzchak mentioned? Why Yaacov? The answer is that Yaacov was different from all the other forefathers. Avraham had eight children. You usually only hear about two, Yitzchak and Ishmael, but he had six children by his second wife after Sarah died, but only one remained a Jew. Yitzchak had two children, Esau and Yaacov; only one remained a Jew. But Yaacov had 13 children, 12 boys and one girl, and they all remained Jews. What was the secret of Yaacov’s success? Why was he able to transfer memory to the next generation, not just as a historical curiosity, but as a living part of their own experience, so that they would want to continue on with the tradition? The rabbis say that the reason for that was because he was also called “Zaken” — the old one. It is interesting to note that he was really not the oldest one. Avraham and Yitzchak lived longer than he did, but he was called the old one because he interacted not only with his children, but with his grandchildren as well. He interacted with Menashe and Ephraim. He interacted with his grandchildren. Sitting around his table were not just his children, but also his grandchildren, too, so that the grandchildren could see how to act properly because they saw the way their father treated their grandfather, and they learned how to act, too.

The seder is a time when the generations get together, when we realize that there is no intergenerational conflict, that if multi‑generations discuss the same problems, then they are on the same wave length and then the tradition can be handed down from generation to generation. When different generations ask the same questions then we know that they are still alive. For example, cases come before the Supreme Court where lawyers argue that Thomas Jefferson said that and another lawyer will say Abraham Lincoln said that and a third will say that Oliver Wendell Holmes said that. None of these people lived contemporaneously, but they are all part of a living tradition because they are all discussing the same problems, and since they are all discussing the same problems, then their points of view are valid, even though they lived at different times. This is true in Jewish study, too. When I went to yeshiva, they never even told me that some of these rabbis who seemed to be arguing lived hundreds of years apart. Rabbi Akiva, the Rambam, the Rosh, they were all arguing but they were all discussing the same problems, even though they never met each other face to face, just as Thomas Jefferson never met Abraham Lincoln or Oliver Wendell Holmes. The tragedy of American Jewry today is that we are not discussing the same problems. You have people in their 70’s and 80’s who consider themselves the younger generation. You have people in their 20’s and 30’s on whom they look down as old fuddy-duddies because they are still discussing the same problems that their grandfathers discussed. Unfortunately, the so-called modern Jew is not interested in the basic Jewish problem. The basic Jewish problem is not how can I do the best for myself, but how can I serve” G‑d better? How can I be a better human being and get along better with other human beings? How can I fulfill not only my needs, but also those of the Jewish people? How can I serve G‑d? That does not even seem to hold water with most people today. Most people today are only concerned about what they can do for themselves, how they can further themselves, and if this causes them to hurt others, to destroy the family, to turn their backs on their children, so be it. What do they care? If it causes them to lie and cheat and not keep their word, so what’? They are going to get ahead and they are going to do what is good for them, and the only question is, how do I determine what is good for me’? That is all that counts — what is good for me? That is not a question that Jews asked traditionally, and therefore, there is nothing to discuss with people like that. In order to be part of a Jewish dialogue, you have to ask the same questions.

That is what Yaacov did. Yaacov brought all his children and grandchildren into the same dialogue. That is the purpose of the seder. That, of course, is what we have to do in order to preserve our tradition. We are here today because we remember what our parents and our grandparents taught us. We remember Rosh Hashonna, Yom Kippur, Succos, Pesach, Shavuos, the values that are inculcated into us through these holidays.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Avraham Brachanof who lived in Galicia in the town of Skandika, in which he owned many oil wells. He was a very rich man and had 17 children, eight by his first wife who died and nine by his second wife. Every Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur they would all get together, and every Pesach the whole family would get together from all over Europe. His oldest son, Labela, was running his business empire in Galicia and all his other children were scattered, but a few days before Rosh Hashonna, they would all get together to come to Avraham Yosefs house in Galicia. There, all the women would make candles for Yom Kippur. They would make “Gezutlicht,” the candle for those who are living, and the “Shomalicht,” candles for those who are dead. They would all dress in white and ask each other for forgiveness before Yom Kippur, and they would all come into shul, the whole family, and they would spend the day asking G‑d for forgiveness. They would stay together and celebrate the joyous holiday of Succos and then after Simchas Torah, they would go home. Then they would gather again for Pesach. The men would bake their own matzoh, and the women would prepare everything for the seder. There were 13 beautifully adorned pillows where the heads of the 13 families would all sit around a huge table, and Avraham Yosef always had a table for the poor to sit around, too, because he was a good man, a man who took care of everyone, Jew and non-Jew alike. The children would ask the Four Questions, and it would take a long. time and they would discuss the seder and enjoy each other’s company and sing and transmit the values of their heritage one to another. Even though they were a wealthy family, none of them deserted their religion. They were all followers of the Chubtover rebbe. Things changed, though.

In 1939, Hitler and Stalin signed an infamous pact, and the Russian army came in and took over that part of Galicia. They quickly nationalized the oil fields and they arrested Avraham Yosef and his family. A strange thing happened. The worker’s committee went to the Russian commissar and asked that Avraham Yosef and his family be released because they had been good to them. They were released, but then in June of 1941, Hitler attacked Russia. On July 4th and 5th, the village of Skandika was surrounded by Ukrainians and by Nazi soldiers and all the women were taken out to the town square and given toothbrushes and told to scrub the cobblestones of the town square clean. The men that Friday, July 4th, were marched off to the woods. Nachum the woodcutter, started to say the Veedui. They all looked at him and said, “Why are you saying the confession before you die? He said, “Iknow where we are going.” All the men were marched off to the woods. Stella, Avraham Yosefs granddaughter, ran to one of the Ukrainians and begged to know what was happening. She told him that she would give him anything if he would just let her know what was happening. He went with her to the house. She gave him a few bottles of vodka and he told her that they were all going to die, that they were all taken to the woods to be killed. She could not believe it, but she was grateful at least that her grandfather, Avraham Yosef, who had died a few weeks before, had been buried and did not live to see this. He was buried with a coffin made from his own table, a table upon which all his children would sit and learn the values of Judaism and at which the poor would sit and they would ask questions on the night of the seder, in which they would all sing together and learn together. She was glad at least that he did not live to see this, that he was buried in the table that he spread so munificently for this family and for the poor. She was taken back to the cobblestones and was told to brush them. The next day, on Saturday, July 5th, all the women were rounded up and were told to go into the woods. There they saw the bodies of all the men who had been killed, some with shovels, some shot, some hit on the head with pipes. Stella rolled over one body and there was the face of the man she was supposed to marry. She pulled the knife out from his heart. The women worked all day and buried the dead. While they were doing that, the Nazis were having fun shooting the vultures that were coming down to the dead. Stella did not know whether the shots were meant for her or for the birds. After they finished burying the dead, the Nazi officer in charge looked at them and said, “This forest is filled with filthy Jewish blood. Lick it clean,” and they were forced to lick the blood clean. Then they were told to go home. When she came home, she met her mother there. Her mother saw her bloody dress and she cried. She knew what had happened. Miraculously, her father and brother had been hidden by some of the townspeople and they came into the house. They hugged and kissed each other, hoping the worst was over, but it was not. A few weeks later, they were all rounded up and sent to a concentration camp. Only Stella survived the war. She, at first, was very resentful about what had happened, and she tried to live as a gentile, but she could not. She said she could not be one of them, one of those Ukrainians or Poles who stood idly by or helped kill her family. She could not be one of them. Her heart would not allow it. She is now a religious woman. She has a seder, and at her seder her grandchildren sing the Mah neeshtanah, and they remember Avraham Yosef. She remembers how, together with her father, there were 17 uncles and aunts, how she is the only one left, but in her heart she knows that they will live in her children and her grandchildren. The Jewish people live, she says. Our values cannot be destroyed by the murderers. We lived even in worse slavery than in Egypt, but the Ge’ula will come. Redemption will come. You will see. These things will not happen anymore in the future. G‑d’s redemption will come. Her grandfather’s table was in her heart. The values of Judaism could not be erased, even when she tried to live like a goy. No, I cannot be like them, she said, and my children cannot be like them and their children cannot be like them. We must stay Jews.

In America, I am not so sure that there will be very many Jews in 50 or 60 years. We live in the lap of luxury, but we have not learned how to transmit our values. We have not learned how to transmit them from generation to generation, to answer our children’s questions, but, what is more important, to ask the right questions ourselves. Stella’s children and grandchildren will be Jews. Let us hope ours in America will be, too. Am Yisroel Chai.

Rabbi Yehuda’s Acronym

Many times each day we remember the Egyptian experience. Even in the kiddush that we say on Pesach, we say “Zecher Yetzias Mitzrayim” — We remember the Exodus from Egypt. We do not say that we remember Egypt, but that we remember the Exodus from Egypt. Why don’t we say we remember the whole Egyptian experience? Why do we only say we remember the Exodus from Egypt? What’s more, when we read the Haggadah, after we have listed all the plagues, we read that Rabbi Yehuda gave them Hebrew initials. He made them into an acronym. “Detzach Adash BAchav.” Why did Rabbi Yehuda do that? If this acronym was a mnemonic device, why wasn’t it said before the plagues? After all, a mnemonic device is meant to aid our memory. In the ancient days, there was no printing and people had to invent all sorts of stratagems in order to memorize things. These devices were very effective, but if this acronym was a mnemonic device, why wasn’t it placed before the plagues? Why after the plagues? What’s more, why were the plagues divided into three parts? Why not four parts or five parts or two parts? Also, Rabbi Yehuda’s device seems arbitrary. It does not conform to the usual rabbinic division. The rabbis either divided the plagues into nine and one or three, three, three, and one.

The first nine plagues were really natural plagues. They could all be explained by natural means. The rivers got red through some sort of bacterial infestation as they sometimes do in Florida. Because of this, the frogs came out. Because there were so many frogs, it attracted the vermin. Because the beasts did not have water, they invaded the cities, etc. Only the last plague was inexplicable by natural means. After all, we know of no disease which just strikes the firstborn. The rabbis also divide the plagues into three, three, three, and one. All the plagues followed a certain pattern. First there was a plague against the general community; then there was a plague against personal property; and finally, there was a plague against a person. First there was blood, a general plague; then frogs, a plague against property; then beasts, a general plague; the cattle disease, a disease against property; then boils, a disease against a person, etc..

Why did Rabbi Yehuda divide in three? The answer many rabbis give is because the first three plagues had to do with gratitude. Moshe Rabbeinu was not allowed to use his rod to strike the water to produce the blood and the frogs because the water had shielded and protected him. When his mother put him into a basket, he floated down the river to the Egyptian princess who saved him. He was also not allowed to strike the dust in order to bring forth the vermin, because the dust had protected him. When he slew the Egyptian, he hid him in the dust. Aaron was the one who caused the first three plagues to come. The most important thing that caused the Exodus from Egypt was that the Jewish people learned how to show gratitude to each other, to work with each other. That’s why they had a seder at home. They learned not to betray each other as Jews had earlier done to Moshe, forcing him to flee.

The second group stands for the separation of the Jewish people from the Egyptians. The Jewish people were not affected by the beasts or cattle disease or boils. Only the Egyptians were. This was to teach the Jewish people that they were chosen for a special mission by G‑d that they could not shirk even if they wanted to. They are the eternal symbols of G‑d’s presence in the world. Hitler purposely singled out the Jews to exterminate because, as he said often, “The Jews give the world a conscience, and we do not need a conscience.” To the strong and fit belong the spoils.

The last four letters stand for the fact that there were good Egyptians who disagreed with Pharaoh. During the plague of hail, it says that “all those who are G‑d-fearing should bring their cattle into barns and they will not be harmed.” There were G‑d-fearing Egyptians and some did save their cattle. During the plague of locusts, the Egyptians actually went to Pharaoh and said, “How long will you keep the Jewish people here and cause Egypt to be destroyed?” They tried to make Pharaoh change his mind. During the plague of darkness. they recognized that the Jewish people were not acting out of selfish motives. but for G‑d. because according to the Midrash. during the plague of darkness the Jewish people could see and they went into their neighbors’ houses to know what to ask for when they left. but they did not take anything. They could have, but they did not. and the Egyptians recognized then that the Jewish people represented something more than a band of ruffians desiring to pillage them. During the slaying of the firstborn, the rabbis say there was actually a revolt by the firstborn against Pharaoh when the plague of the firstborn was first announced.

We are always to remember the Exodus from Egypt. The plagues themselves are not important. Rabbi Yehuda is telling us. It is what the plagues represent. That’s why we read about Rabbi Yehuda after the plagues. The Jewish people, in order to merit freedom, had to show gratitude. had to learn not to be jealous of each other and stab each other in the back. That’s why it also says in the Dayenu, “If G‑d would have brought us before Mount Sinai and not given us the Torah, it would be enough.” How would it have been enough? What good is just standing under a mountain? But the rabbis say that when the Jewish people stood under Mount Sinai, they were united. The singular, “Vayichan,” is used and not the plural, “Vayachanu,” because when the Jewish people are united, it is a great thing. The Jewish people also have to realize that they have been set apart to fulfill G‑d’s purposes, and thirdly, they have to realize that there are good people among the other nations of the world and we have to cooperate with them.

We do not say we remember the slavery of Egypt, because slavery many times has the opposite effect on a person. It does not make him more compassionate; it makes him less so. Usually during revolutions, what happens is that the oppressors and the oppressed just change places. The oppressed now slaughter and maim and harm those who used to oppress them. That’s what happened in Russia and many of the third world countries. The Jewish people were not to be like that. They were to remember the going out of Egypt so they would always be a compassionate people, always wanting to work for the redemption of all mankind. They were to remember their going out, how their going out was caused by their showing gratitude and working one with another, and their belief that G‑d had singled them out for a particular purpose, and also that we can work with all the good people in the world.

On Pesach, we mention Elijah because redemption is not complete. We all need to work together to bring the final redemption. I am reminded of the story they tell about the Russian Jew who was desperate to get out of Russia. He visited a circus and there he found that one of the lions was sick and about to die. He went to the zoo keeper and said, “I’ll pay you. I understand you are going to Europe. I’ll put on a lion suit. I’ll get out of Russia that way.” The zoo keeper agreed. Everything went fine until that night when the door of the cage opened and in came a big tiger. The man did not know what to do. The tiger started to come forward. All he could think of doing was saying the Shma, and in a loud voice, he said, “Shma Yisroel.” All of a sudden, the tiger glowered at him and said, “Quiet! Do you think you’re the only Jew who wants to get out of Russia’?”

In order to bring the final redemption, we all must work together, realize that G‑d wants us to live a special type of life to bring this redemption, and to realize also that there are many among other nations of the world who are good and who want to help us.

SHAVUOS
After the First Fruits, We Must Bring in the Harvest

Shavuos is known as Chag HaBeekureem, as the holiday of the first fruits. On Shavuos, we received the Torah, but Shavuos was also the holiday on which pilgrims would begin to come to Jerusalem bringing their first fruits. When the first olive or date or pomegranate or fig would appear, the farmer would mark it by tying it with a straw and would collect it after it was ripe. and from Shavuos until Succos, he would bring his first fruits up to Jerusalem. There he would be met by all the dignitaries. There would be a joyous procession, and he would bring his first fruits up to Jerusalem to the Temple and would make the declaration which is found in the Torah portion Ki Savo, which by the way, is the basis for the Haggadah, and he would wave his fruit and then he would leave it there. The rabbis tell us that there was an added requirement for the bringing of the first fruits, and that was that the person who brought the first fruits had to stay the night. This seems very peculiar. Why would the person who brought the first fruits have to stay the night’? What does that have to do with the bringing of the first fruits? What’s more, why is the holiday of Shavuos called the holiday of the giving of the Torah and not the holiday of the receiving of the Torah?

To my mind, it seems that these two questions are interrelated. When a person brought the first fruits up to Jerusalem, there was a big hullabaloo. Many rabbis ask the question, why should there be a big hullabaloo? After all, this was a very small amount that a person brought. We know that in Jewish life in ancient Israel, a person had to give approximately 25 percent of his crop to charity before he even paid his taxes. Two percent he had to leave for the poor, another two percent he had to give to the Kohen, another ten percent to the Levite, another ten percent he had to bring to Jerusalem and spend it there on food and. drink or give it to the poor, depending on which year, so already we have close to 25 percent without even counting the other donations he would have to make — for example, the first batch of the challah that you would make, and the firstborn he would have to offer, etc. The rabbis say that the reason why such a big ceremony was made over the first fruits was because this signified that a person could affect the world. He could make a positive contribution, that there was newness and freshness in the world. There was something that a person could contribute. The world was not just an endless cycle of spring. summer, fall. and winter, of birth, teenage, middle age, old age, and death, that although these cycles repeated themselves. there was something new that a person could add, that this first fruit that he brought was different from the first fruit he brought last year, that there was some change and newness, that we are given new opportunities and new fresh starts in order to make our mark on the world. Therefore, this was a very joyous event because we can affect the future. We can change the future. We can make the future different. We can bring the redemption closer to the world. The first fruits signify that. They are a beginning and not an end. It is just as a person when he has children is joyous and happy and makes a big party at a bris or baby naming — this is just the beginning of the process. A parent has to be with the child through thick and thin. He has to raise the child and nurture the child. He has to help the child overcome the inevitable pains of growing up, until eventually the child stands under the chupah and has children of his own. The same is true of the harvest. The harvest begins with the first fruits, but it does not end there. There is a very difficult and hard procedure to bring the harvest in. It is not an easy thing. We rejoice in the fact that we have produced new fruit and that we can make a positive contribution and have an influence over the future. It is a difficult process. We have to continue to put in our efforts. We have to be willing to take the bad with the good. Therefore, when a person brought the first fruits, he had to stay the night over in Jerusalem to symbolically represent the hard times that are going to come to him with the harvest. There will be dark as well as light. The same is true when a person raises his children. There will be difficulties and possibly even severe problems, but a parent has to stick with a child until the child grows to maturity and can take his own place in society. It is difficult to bring in a crop.

The same thing applies to the Torah. It is difficult to implement the Torah in all aspects of our life. Today we are given the Torah, but we have to receive the Torah in every aspect of our life, and sometimes it is very difficult. Not only do we have to study a lot and learn, but we have to apply it to ourselves. Sometimes it is difficult to implement the Torah’s teaching in life. After all, everybody may be cheating, but you cannot cheat. People may have double-crossed you and not kept their word and not acted like a mentsch, but you still have to act like a mentsch and keep your word. The Torah is sometimes very difficult to implement in other areas, too. You may have to stand for certain religious principles when everybody is mocking you and saying that these principles are archaic and medieval and not needed anymore, when you know that they are needed. You have to keep the Torah and spiritual values. You have to put spiritual values ahead of material values. Sometimes that is very difficult to do. You have to stick with your family. You have to withstand the blandishments and temptations of the world about it. It is difficult. We were given the Torah on Shavuos, but we must receive it every day. It is difficult. We have to go through thick and thin, and sometimes we have to go through tough times in order to keep the Torah. It is difficult to keep Shabbos and the holidays, and sometimes it is almost overwhelming. In order for us to have the necessary. strength to do so, we have to realize that it will not all be light. Sometimes it will be dark. In fact, the Torah itself was given amidst thick darkness. The giving of the Torah was just the beginning, just as the first fruits were the beginning, but it is up to us to put in the necessary effort to make sure the Torah flourishes throughout all aspects of life.

I am reminded of the story of a man who went to the doctor and said he was very, very sick and had this pain and that pain and needed a thorough examination. After the examination, he asked what he had. The doctor said he was in perfect’ health and had nothing wrong with him and would, in fact, live longer than the doctor. The man looked at the doctor and said, “Doctor, you are just telling me that to make me feel good.” Many times in life, people will say that they cannot keep the Torah because it is too hard, too difficult, they are too sick, they do not have the emotional stamina or strength of character. On Mount Sinai, we were all given the Torah and told we have the stamina. We-have the ability. It is just up to us to implement it in all our life. We cannot just keep the Torah by writing a check and that is it, or just paying lip service to the Torah. We have to begin by bringing the first fruits, but that is not enough. If we stop there without bringing in the harvest, we will be left with nothing. The same is true with the Torah, too. We cannot say, “Well, it is enough that I recognize the principles of the Torah.” It is not enough. You have to implement it daily throughout your life. If we do that, then we can rest assured that the redemption will come quickly. May we all merit to see the Mashiach. Amen.
Why the Number Two Predominates on Shavuos

On Shavuos, we not only were able to bring the first fruits, but we also had to bring two loaves, two loaves to wave on the altar. Until these two loaves were waved on the altar we could not use the grain of the new crop to make the different meal offering for the Temple. At Pesach, after they waved the barley, then we were able to eat the new crop, but it was not until Shavuos, seven weeks later when we waved on the altar the two loaves of bread, that we could then bring from the new crop for the different meal offerings in the Tabernacle. This seems strange. Why should it be that we could not bring from the flour of the new crop in the Temple before we could wave these two loaves, and why were there two loaves? Also, on Pesach the barley that was brought was raw barley, but on Shavuos it was two loaves of worked flour. The wheat was, of course, milled and grained and made into flour, and the bread was baked, and it came there in an edible form. There had to be two. Why did there have to be two? Also, if we look at the Ten Commandments, we will notice that they were given on two tablets. Why were they given on two tablets? If we look throughout Shavuos, we will see that the number two predominates. In fact, in the Ackdomos, in the beautiful poem we read right before we read the Torah yesterday, we see that the poem is an acrostic, with the alphabet repeated twice. Why should two predominate? What’s more, we know that Shavuos symbolizes the marriage of G‑d and Israel, with the Torah being the ketubah. The marriage between G‑d and Israel is, of course, a marriage between two. Here the number two again predominates.

The answer to these questions, I believe, is because on Shavuos we are taught how we are to implement the Torah. The Torah must be implemented by us always holding in our mind two conflicting principles. Unless we are willing to hold in our mind two conflicting principles simultaneously, we will never be able to fulfill the laws of the Torah. We all know in Judaism that “Tzedek,” righteousness, is the combination of “Din” and “Chesed,” of law and loving kindness. If you look at the law without looking at loving kindness, at compassion, you will never arrive at justice, at righteousness. If you only look at loving kindness without looking at the law, you will never arrive at justice, at righteousness. In order for us to be good Jews, we must look simultaneously at conflicting principles. If we do not do so, then we will never be able to implement the Torah because we will not be able to ensure that the Torah will be implemented in a proper way.

This applies to marriage, too. That, of course, is one of the prime symbols of Shavuos. In marriage, you need closeness and distance together. Many times couples come to me and complain that either their spouse is suffocating them, or is too distant. For example, some spouses will complain that their husband or wife does not give them any freedom and they cannot do anything. On the other hand, other spouses complain that the other is too distant. There is no warmth in the marriage. They do not confide in them. We need both distance and closeness in a marriage. Sometimes the very people who are complaining that there is no closeness in the marriage feel they are being suffocated, when the other spouse finally breaks down and pours his or her heart out and asks for moral support. They do not have the time to care for and nurture the other person or really do not want to. You need both closeness and distance in a marriage.

The same is true in relationships between parents and children. We know there is both a dependent and independent relationship, that children complain many times that they are not given any independence. Then when you give them independence, they complain you are not giving them enough support financially and morally to fulfill themselves. Therefore, we are left in a Catch-22 situation. You have to have both. When a child is very little, of course, it is mainly dependent and very little independent, but as a child grows it gets to be more and more independent. Even when a child is grown, though, there is a certain amount of dependence on their parents. They need the advice and love of their parents. Therefore, everything in life that we do must have both dependence and independence vis-à-vis children. In every other aspect, too, there are conflicting principles which are called into play and which we must always hold in our minds. If we do not hold these conflicting principles in our minds together, we are apt to do great injustices. Look at what is happening in China today, where China cannot balance freedom and security. The leadership feels threatened. Therefore, they could kill 3,600 of their brightest students without batting an eye, and deny it at the same time and wound 60,000 others. In life, unless we are willing to balance conflicting principles, we are going to end up by doing terrible injustice.

That is why on Shavuos we had to have two loaves. On Pesach, we did not need that. Pesach gave us the freedom, the potentiality, in order to observe the Torah, to receive the Torah, but on Shavuos we had to have baked loaves. We had to be human beings. Humans eat cooked food. Human beings must hold two conflicting principles in their minds simultaneously; otherwise we will cause terrible injustices and persecutions.

I am reminded of the story they tell about the Rabbi of Blusov who lived in Lavav. When the Nazis came into Lavav, they emptied one section of the ghetto, and they took the rabbi and his whole family in a cattle car and sent them to Belzek. As they were being herded off the train by the Ukrainian guards with their whips, all of a sudden he heard his wife yell, “He is only 45.” He was about ready to say, “No, I am 56,” when the guards grabbed him and pushed him back toward the railway cars as they herded all the other men and women toward the gas chamber. Not very many people survived Belzek. He was then told to lift up their suitcases and clothes and put them back in the railway car and sit on it as they took the clothing back to Lavav. Here he was, a Chassidic rebbe, who could not save his people. All he could do was save their clothing and suitcases. He went back to Lavav and was immediately thrown off the train and sent to the Genoshka work camp. There, as he came off the train, he pleaded for a little drink of water, since he had not drunk anything for 36 hours. A man looked at him and started to cry. He said, “Rebbe, rebbe, what has happened to us? I am your disciple. I am one of your Chassidim.” As he gave him the drink, the rabbi put his hand on his head to make the brocha, because of course, he had no hat, and the man cried further. He told him, “Don’t despair, my friend. As long as the voice is still the voice of Jacob, as long as our hands do not become the hands of Esau, we will survive. You will see. We Jewish people will still come out strong.” He then knew that he had to get out of the Genoshka work camp. He had to help his people in Lavav. He studied the work camp and conferred with others and they told him about the condition of the roads to Lavav, etc. One day when he was coming back from a work detail, he ducked down and crawled into an empty building. He put himself flat against one of the sides of the building and he hid until dark. As he was hiding, he heard a group of German young people walking past, singing and laughing in German and having a good time. This was the first time in many years he had heard German spoken with laughter and joy and not as a series of gruff commands telling him to do this or that. The exquisite German that these people spoke reminded him that every year before the war, he used to go the German resorts with his wife and daughter. In the middle ‘30s, when he went with his wife and daughter in a first class compartment, there was a German also seated, named Helmut Merner, who also spoke a wonderful German, a pure German, and he used to love to speak with this Helmut Merner, and his daughter and his wife and they enjoyed each other’s company immensely because he was a very cultured, educated man. They became such good friends that every year before he went to a German resort, he would write Helmut Merner and he would meet him at the train station and they would go together. Helmut would even send Rosh Hashonna cards to the rebbe.

After it got dark, he made off and smuggled himself into the city. There he made his way towards one of his Chassidim. This Chassid immediately took him into his house and got him to change his clothes because he wore the clothes of the work camp with yellow pieces of material in front and back. He would immediately be shot if anybody saw him. He said, “Rebbe, what are you going to do now? You don’t have any papers. They will pick you up.” He said, “Don’t worry. I have some South American papers. Before the war, I was made a national of one of the South American countries.” He said, “Rebbe, what good will those papers do you? You have to go to the Gestapo headquarters to see the captain there, that mamzer, who has to sign all the papers for you. Everybody who goes there is terrified because of ten who go in, maybe one or two come out alive. The rest are shot on the spot.” The rebbe said, “What other choice do I have? I have to help my people.” He went back to his apartment and got the papers he had hidden underneath the floorboards, and he made his way to the Gestapo headquarters to see the captain. He waited in line and he could hear the three things that this captain always uttered. He would say, “Come in, dog, and sit down. Where did you buy these papers? Take him out to get him shot.” Of ten who went in, it was true, only one or two came out alive. He was the last one. When he went in the captain barked out his order, “Come in and sit down.” He sat down. The captain’s back was to him, facing the window sitting in a swivel chair. As he turned around, he said, “Where did you buy those papers?” The rebbe was shocked. There was his friend, Helmut Merner. He could not believe it. Before he answered, he said, “May I ask you one question?” The captain, shocked, not used to that, said, “All right, but make it fast.” He said, “I am the rebbe of Blusov.” Helmut’s face dropped. He could not believe that that was his friend, this gaunt skeleton in front of him. He quickly rose, closed the door, and came over to him and said, “My friend, how are your wife and daughter?” The rebbe had a hard time holding back his tears. He said, “They are no longer in this world. They have been murdered.” Upon hearing that, Helmut started to cry. He took the hand of the rebbe of Blusov and said, “Don’t worry, my friend, I will take care of you. No harm will come to you as long as I am here.” He then signed his papers and told him to leave. He told him he would arrange to have housing for him and food sent to his new apartment, but he told the rebbe not to tell anybody of their relationship, because they would both be in danger. The rebbe looked at his friend Helmut and said, “Why? Why?” Of course, Helmut did not respond. Maybe he did not know why, but we know why. Helmut was caught in this position because he could not balance conflicting principles in his mind. It had been drilled into his head that it was the Jews who were the virus infecting Germany, and it was the Jews who were the vermin and filth who brought Germany down, and he could not keep in his mind the two concepts, love of Germany and love of his friends. The rebbe, as he left, said, “Helmut, almost all the Jews are like me. Why, Helmut, why?” He could not keep in his mind the fact that love for one’s country does not mean that you have to destroy your humanity. We know that unless we keep conflicting principles firmly ensconced in our minds that we are capable of doing terrible acts. Man can become a monster.
Yes, we have two loaves on Shavuos. We even eat meat and milk, not together, but one right after the other on Shavuos. First we have milk, and then we take away the dishes and then we have meat. We have to keep conflicting principles in our minds if the Torah is to be kept correctly. We cannot stress one principle to the exclusion of all others; otherwise we end up becoming monsters. Helmut, the friend of the rebbe of Blusov, turned out to be a mass murderer. G‑d, save us all from such a fate, the fate of our people and the fate of those who become murderers. May G‑d allow us all to always keep conflicting principles firmly ensconced in our minds, so we will never be guilty of such atrocities and that the world, too, will learn from us so that the world will never again be guilty of such atrocities also. May the Mashiach come quickly in our day. Amen.

SELICHOS
Mitzvahs and Sensitivity

We are all gathered here today to say Selichos. According to the Ashkenazic rite, we are supposed to say Selichos at least four days before Rosh Hashonna. In Torah when it mentions sacrifices for all the other holidays, it says, “And you shall offer an Olah.” On Rosh Hashonna it says, “And you should make an Olah,” which the rabbis interpret to mean that you should make yourself an Olah, which means that just as a sacrifice has to be looked at four days before it is offered to make sure it has no defects, so we, too, should look at ourselves four days before the holidays to make sure that we have no defects. Therefore, if Rosh Hashonna starts at the end of the week, we start the Shabbos before Rosh Hashonna. If Rosh Hashonna starts on a Monday or Tuesday, as this year, we then start the week before, not the Shabbos, but the Shabbos of the week before as we are doing this year. Why should we do that? If the reason why we say Selichos is because we should examine ourselves four days before Rosh Hashonna, why don’t we just start four days before Rosh Hashonna? Start on a Wednesday or Thursday. Don’t start on the Saturday night before. Why should we start on Saturday night? What’s more, in the special prayer that we say, “that almighty G‑d Who sits on the throne of mercy, Who governs with kindness and pardons the iniquity of the people,” we say, “He caused to pass away the first the first.” What does that mean? He forgives the first the first, increases pardon to sinners and forgiveness to transgressors, but what is this “Maavir Reeshon Reeshon”? What does that mean? Furthermore, we say in our prayers that not only we have sinned, but our forefathers have sinned. “We and our fathers have sinned.” How can we say such a thing, that our fathers have sinned? Why do we bring them into the picture? Furthermore, when we say the, special Peezmon for the day, whose refrain is, “to listen to the joy and to the prayer,” why do we mention “listen to the joy”? “Reena” means joy. Why should we say “listen to the joy and to the prayer”? We should just say “listen to our prayer.” 

It seems to me that the answers to these questions are found in a very beautiful Chassidic story. It is actually, I believe, even a Medrash. We learn how one day a king called his servant to his side and he said, “I have this vault. In this vault are gold, silver, and precious jewels. I am giving you a key to the inner door of the vault so that any time you want to enter this vault, anytime you have need of the jewelry and the gold and the silver that are in this vault, you can open the door.” The servant looked at the king and said, “But, how is that possible? This vault has two doors. It has an outer door and an inner door, and although you have given me the key to the inner door, how can I get to the inner door? I have no key for the outer door.” The king looked at him and said, “The key to the outer door is readily available. I am sure that when you want to enter the vault, you will be able to open both doors.” That is why we say on Selichos, in the very first paragraph, “Like the poor and mean creatures we knock on your doors,” plural. “We are knocking on your doors, Merciful and Gracious. Don’t turn us back empty.”
When it comes to leading the decent and the moral and the good life, there are two doors. G‑d has given us the key to the inner door. He has given us mitzvahs. He has given us the Torah, but that is the key to the inner door. We also need another key. We need a key to the outer door. The outer door is sensitivity to other people. We have to know how to be sensitive to them. We have to know how to read them properly. We have to know how to conduct ourselves with respect and with dignity and with humbleness. We say, “Everything is in the hands of heaven except Yiras Shamayeem.” There are many people who do mitzvahs, but they do mitzvahs forgetting about the first door. People have come to me and given me charitable donations, but how did they obtain their money? By cheating their customers. By acting in a terrible and deceitful way to their partners. By cheating the government. They have amassed their fortune through all sorts of chicanery. They cannot come now and claim that their mitzvah is pure and whole, because although they may have not broken any rules legally, they have come pretty close to the line. They have failed to abide by the moral code by which we should all behave. Even volunteers who work for the shuls sometimes indulge in tactics, even though they think it is for the good of the shul, which are reprehensible. When it comes to being close to G‑d, to opening the vault and coming close to Him, we have to open the outer door, too.
That is, of course, what we are talking about on Selichos. That is what we are talking about at this service — how to get close to G‑d. “Teshuva” means a turning. We want to turn back to G‑d. One of the worst possible things in this world is to be alone, to be alienated. Teshuva causes us to be reattached to G‑d, to be reattached to our fellow human beings. One of the worst possible punishments that can come upon a person is to be put in solitary confinement. In order to endure that solitary confinement, people have to feel that they are close at least to G‑d. That was how Nathan Sharansky was able to survive. He was a man who had no Jewish education whatsoever, but he knew how to be close to G‑d. He had the key to the outer door. Later on, because he had the key to the outer door, he could get the key to the inner door, because he wanted to be close to G‑d. The Neshoma, the soul, is Yours, G‑d. If we want our soul to live a decent and a beautiful life, then our body will do Your mitzvahs. That, of course, is what we must do. We have to open both doors, the inner door and the outer door.

That is why we read in the Torah portion Nitzavim, “And you shall turn to your heart,” and then it says, “and then you will turn to the Lord your G‑d.” There are two processes that are involved in doing Teshuva. One is to turn to your heart, not. necessarily to turn to G‑d, but to turn your heart into a heart which is sensitive, kind, caring, and compassionate. You can do mitzvahs in hardhearted and mean ways. You can forget about the outer door. First you have to return to your heart, to sensitivity, then you can return to the Lord your G‑d. Then when you do mitzvahs, you will do them in a correct and proper way. That is why also it says, “And G‑d will turn back your captivity.” First G‑d turns back your captivity and He has mercy on you, and then He returns and gathers you from all the nations. First when a person is alienated, when a person feels that he is in a prison and cannot make contact with other people, he feels terrible, but G‑d says, “I will return your captivity.” What does captivity mean? When you are in chains, when you cannot make contact with people, when you are overwhelmed by your problems, when you have nobody to share them with, then you are in captivity. This existential loneliness can become so all-embracing that you feel as many young people who have not found themselves have felt, that you have no choice. You have to commit suicide. That’s why the second leading cause of death among teenagers is suicide. We must turn, get the key to that outer door, and turn back to G‑d, turn back to the knowledge that we are connected to G‑d and mankind. Many people who are in prison also become enraged and lash out at everyone. If we can connect with G‑d, we can turn into sensitive, caring human beings who will not do things that will besmirch our image, who will not try to rationalize acts that are beneath us, and then we can observe mitzvahs the proper way. Of course, it is good to try to observe mitzvahs even if we do not have the outer key, because maybe this will bring us back to the first door.
That’s why we say, “We have sinned and our forefathers have sinned.” How have our forefathers sinned? After all, they did more mitzvahs than we have in our generation. I remember in yeshiva the most heartbreaking Selichos were said there among the rebbes. What did the rebbes do wrong? They did not steal. They did not murder, but they knew that they had not lived up to their potential, that they had not done all the mitzvahs in the right way, that they had not been as sensitive and caring as they could have been. They could have improved. They could have responded better to the challenges of life. Teshuva also means to respond, to respond to the challenges at hand even better. They were sensitive to the fact that we must do the mitzvahs caringly. Mitzvahs are our treasure. They are our link to G‑d. They cause us to feel life’s meaning and purpose, but they must also be done in a caring and compassionate and sensitive way. Sometimes these rebbes slipped. Today, most Jews do not even know that they have not done mitzvahs in a sensitive way. Many of them do not even know that there are mitzvahs. They are lost.
In the Torah portion Vayelech, we learn that when we decide we do not need G‑d, G‑d says, “Okay, I’ll withdraw. You take care of the world the way you want to take care of it.” Of course, then we make a mess of the world. It is like having a supervisor at the playground. The kids say, “We do not need you here,” so the supervisor leaves. Then the kids fight and gang up on each other and cannot play games, and then they want the supervisor back. In our case, G‑d has left and most of the Jews do not even know He has left, but they know something is wrong, so they get involved in chic things, Cults and fads and unnecessary things. They even divorce their wives and abandon their children. They do not know that if they will try to reestablish their link with G‑d, if they will turn to Him, that their problems will be eased. There are two keys and the Jews today do not have keys for either door, it seems. G‑d has told us that He is waiting for us to turn. That is why in the Selichos it says, “I will remove the first first.” G‑d tells us to turn. Try to do mitzvahs. I will remove the impediments, the first one first. If the difficulty is that you are not sensitive, I will help you realize that. I will remove, I will forgive. I will wipe away that insensitivity, and you will be able to do mitzvahs with love and compassion and care. That is also why it says, “listen to the joy and then the prayer.” G‑d, we have found the first key. We have a joyful, optimistic, compassionate view of the world. Yes, G‑d, listen to our joy and then to our prayer. Let us come and reattach ourselves to You. Let us find that treasure of life in knowing that we are important and in knowing that You are counting on us, and in knowing that we need to be attached to You and to others.
That is, of course, why I believe we start Selichos on Saturday night, because Shabbos can be observed one hundred percent without feeling what Shabbos is all about. You can observe everything on Shabbos and not violate any of the rules of Shabbos, but not have a satisfying Shabbos, because you do not learn Torah with your children. You are not engaged in enjoying your family and sitting with them. You do not feel the spirit of Shabbos at all. You have not violated Shabbos. You kept the mitzvahs of Shabbos, but you have forgotten about the spirit of Shabbos. You need both. You cannot have one without the other, and therefore, G‑d reminds us that Shabbos is not just not working and coming to shul, Shabbos is much more. It is an attitude. It is being man the appreciator, man appreciating his family, man singing Zemiros, man learning Torah. If you do these positive things, you will have a real Shabbos. You will have a foretaste of Gan Eden. This is the same with all the mitzvahs. Not only must we do the mitzvahs, but we must do them in a caring and compassionate and loving way. If we do them this way, then our life will truly be blessed and we will be worthy of a wonderful year.
The rabbis emphasize what the Torah explicitly says, that punishments came upon the Jewish people, not because they did not do mitzvahs, but they did not do them joyfully. Let us hope and pray that this year we will not only have the key to the inner door, but also the key to the outer door, that we will do mitzvahs in a joyful and sensitive way, so that we will truly be worthy of a Shana Tova.
ROSH HASHONNA

Balancing Love and Hate

Last night I talked about relationships, how we all need, besides competitive success in life, to form relationships. We all need to know that we are needed and wanted. One of the themes of Rosh Hashonna is the barren woman, the woman who wants a child. She wants desperately to be needed by the child. Why, though, is it that people choose not to enter into relationships? Why is it that people eschew relationships, avoid them? Why is it that when it comes to choosing between competitive success and relationships, people always choose competitive success?

Today is not only the birthday of man as we know him. Rosh Hashonna is actually not the birthday of the world because according to the rabbis in the Torah and according to even those rabbis who want to interpret the Torah literally, the world was created on the 25th of Elul. We are celebrating the creation of man as we know him today. Man was created on the sixth day. According to the Kaballah, the world is billions of years old. What we are celebrating today is the anniversary of man as we know him. Today is not only the birthday of man as we know him, but today is also the anniversary of the day that Adam and Eve ate from the forbidden fruit. The rabbis say that Adam and Eve were created on Rosh Hashonna, and that they sinned on Rosh Hashonna and were judged on Rosh Hashonna, and that they were forgiven on Rosh Hashonna, so that they did not die on the very day they ate the fruit. Therefore, this became a day of judgment for all mankind in the future. Not just the Jewish people, but all mankind is judged on Rosh Hashonna.

The question the rabbis ask, though, is why is it that Adam and Eve did not eat from the tree of eternal life before they ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil? If they would have eaten from the tree of life, they would have had eternal life and could never have been punished by death. Why didn’t they do that first, before they ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil? The rabbis answer that the tree of knowledge of good and evil is intertwined with the tree of life. That, of course, teaches us that love and hate are intertwined, that life is filled with many ambiguities, that life is filled with relationships that have both love and hate in them. It is so difficult to make relationships and establish relationships because we have to contend with this love and hate that is in every relationship. Rosh Hashonna talks about this. Rosh Hashonna is a holiday of relationships, a holiday on which we stand before G‑d and ask, “How are we doing? How is our relationship going with You? Rosh Hashonna is a day in which G‑d reaffirms His treaty with us. We tell Him, “Zochar HaBris” — “Remember the covenant.” We continually mention that to G‑d. Today is a holiday of relationships. On this holiday, we blow three blasts of the shofar and we add three special prayers to the service. The number three predominates on this holiday. Why should this be so?

The first note of the shofar is the “Tekiah,” which is a note of man’s triumphant impressing of his will upon nature, of man’s standing before G‑d in the capacity of junior partner, with his ability to create and change and conquer nature. That is a wonderful power. This is man the competitor, man whom I talked about last night, man who wants to use his gifts in order to make this a better place, in order to make this world a Garden of Eden, man the creator. It is especially people who have great talents, who are very worried that they are going to lose their talents, who are constantly searching for that competitive edge that I spoke about last night, because they feel that they will lose their talents. We know people who have lost their talents. These people, therefore, are afraid that unless they accomplish everything they can in a very short time, that they will not be able to fulfill their purpose on earth. They will lose the competitive race. That is the sound of the “Tekiah.” That is also what we learn in the Malchuyos section, where we learn about G‑d’s majesty and sovereignty, and since we, too, are built in G‑d’s image, therefore, we many times think that we, too, have autonomy and strength and can accomplish things. That is what we should do, because unless we feel that we have strength and autonomy and can accomplish things, we will not be able to rid ourselves of helplessness and hopelessness and we will succumb to drugs, as I talked about last night.

Man needs more than accomplishments. Man needs relationships. That is why we tell G‑d constantly to remember the covenant that He made with us, to remember the bris. That is why we remind Him that He should always stay in a relationship with us. Relationships are very, very important, but it is so difficult for us to maintain relationships because love and hate abound in every single relationship, between you and your spouse and children and parents. You both love them and hate them, and that is because they tie you down. It is so difficult. You want to go out and accomplish things, but you cannot because you have to help them do this and that. Who hasn’t had a teenager who has not rebelled? Some rebel by not taking vitamin pills. Some rebel by doing very serious crimes. We all know that we have to balance within ourselves this love and hate relationship. We know that commitment sometimes binds us and chafes us. We know that in every marriage you have to have distance and closeness. If you have too much closeness, you will be smothered, but if you have too much distance, you are going to have no warmth and the marriage is not going to be very fulfilling. I know that many children come to me and say, “My parents are not supportive enough and are not helping me enough.” Just two months earlier, they said, “My parents won’t give me my independence.” What do you want? Independence or support? It is a very difficult thing to balance relationships. We know that it is very excruciating, but you have to go through a lot in order to learn what the proper balance is. Most people would rather shun that and just go to their business, come back late, leave early, and not have to worry about solving these types of relationships. After all, in a business setting it is easy to tell whether you are a winner or a loser. You have a balance. You have a lot of money in the bank. What did you produce? If you are a ball player, you know it by your earned run average. That is why people like ball games, because it is clear you do not have to worry about the emotions of the moment. You do not have to worry about whether you like the guy or not. All you have to look at is the results. If he scored a touchdown, he is terrific. Interpersonal relationships are much more difficult. They are very, very hard. After all, the baby is crying in the middle of the night. You do not want to get up. You hate getting up in the middle of the night, but you know you have to get up. Today we have so much child abuse because people have not been taught adequately how to handle this love and hate relationship, and therefore, they take out on their child their own frustrations. They did not want to get up. If they did not have the child, they could do things they want to do. In the olden days, there were extended families, and extended families helped bear the burden of all this frustration. They gave people a few moments to themselves. It is important that a wife have a few hours free during the week when she is freed from the responsibilities of the family, so she can regain her energy to come back and fulfill her obligations in a better way. We all know that it is very difficult. We never before had child abuse and wife abuse and grandparent abuse, but the frustrations get very hard on people. They do not know how to handle it.

That is why we have the third section. The third section is the Shofros. The “Teruah” stands for relationships, too, for our need for other people. The “Tekiah. Gedola” is a fusion of the “Tekiah” and the “Teruah.” The Shofros section teaches us about the giving of the Torah and redemption. The Shofros teaches us that if we will learn how to handle our need for achievement and learn how to balance it with relationships, we will truly come to the “Ge’ula,” the redemption. We will truly be able to solve the world’s problems and our problems individually, but we need Torah. That is why Torah is so important. Without Torah, it is almost impossible to solve your relationships. That is why even people who observe mitzvahs but do not study Torah are many times caught in the same frustration. It is the Torah which allows us to handle the different relevant problems of life, which allows us to come to a synthesis of the problems of life.

Life is very difficult on an international level, too. We all know that Israel loves aliyah, but they hate olim. There is a reason for that. The reason is that when someone comes to Israel, they know they need olim, a population in order to solve all the problems they have, in order to have people for the army, but more than that, a modern industrial state requires a lot of people. If Israel fails, it will fail because there are not enough people there. The people in Israel also know that when people come, they will compete for their jobs. You want olim, but they should not take your job. So, he is a wonderful doctor with wonderful credentials, but why does he need your job? Let him bring his own hospital here. After all, you served in the army and worked hard. This is natural in every type of situation. People want youngsters to come into the synagogue, but then they do not want to give them offices and give up their power. We have the same thing, too, even in school, where administrators want help, but they do not want to delegate any of their duties. We know that there is a love/hate relationship in everything that we do. Life and knowledge are all intertwined, the knowledge of good and evil, life and death, love and hate, and because of that, we all need Torah. We all need to study Torah. It is only through the study of Torah that we are going to be able to conquer our own deficiencies, that we are going to be able to handle our frustrations, and live the good and right life. There are many people who have love and hate relationships with everything. I know that there are many people who have love and hate relationships with the Jewish religion. They love its warmth, but they hate its limitations. They feel that it binds them and does not allow them to grow. There are also people who love family but they also hate it, because it does not allow them to do what they want to do, to make more money, when actually the truth of the matter is, it is only thanks to the family that you are able to keep your money and eventually have it grow. Only those cultures that have strong families actually make a lot of money, because if you do not take your money and spend it on wine and running around and gambling, you are going to accumulate it, if you are a halfway good businessman. If you are going to dissipate it through running around or gambling or drink, you are not going to have anything left. You can talk to many people here in this community who have been married two, three or four times. Every time they get divorced, it takes away a lot of their income. Even when it comes to achieving material things, a family is very, very important.

Yes, in order for us to come to the Ge’ula, the redemption, we must realize that we live in a situation where there is love and hate and we have to learn how to balance these things. That is the purpose of the Torah. The Torah gives us a way of life and allows us to understand ourselves, so we can balance the forces of love and hate, so that we will be able to build lasting relationships.

I am reminded of the story they tell about an industrialist in America who had a love/hate relationship with Judaism. A rabbi came from Israel to visit him to ask him for money to start a yeshiva. The man said he would give him a million dollars to start a yeshiva, but only on the condition that there are no yarmulkas, no tallises, and no tzitzis in his yeshiva. The rabbi though a moment and he said he would agree to his conditions. The man said, “Remember, you are an honorable man, and I am going to send people to check on you there to make sure you are following my conditions.” The rabbi said, “Don’t worry. I’m going to follow your conditions to the ‘T.’ I’m going to tell you something, too. You are going to be very proud of my all-girls yeshiva.” On Rosh Hashonna, too, we do not say, “G‑d Who blesses His people Israel with peace” but “G‑d Who makes peace,” because on Rosh Hashonna we are given the key as how to have peace, as how to make sure there is peace in the world and in our homes and in our hearts. We learn how to balance love and hate and all the conflicting forces upon us so that we will truly have peace. Yes, we need the “Tekiah,” but we also need the “Teruah.” If we blow the “Tekiah” and the “Teruah” correctly, we will come to the “Tekiah Gedola.” Yes, we need Malchuyos. We need to feel autonomous, that we have power, and yes, we also need Zichronos. We also have to be tied in covenantal, committed relationships to others. If we have accomplishments and relationships together and we balance them, we will come to the Shofros, the blowing of the horn of redemption.

You know, we are entering the year “Tof Shin Nun,” which in Hebrew can stand for “Tekah So Nais” — “Blow the horn and lift up the sign.” Lift up the sign of redemption. Let us hope and pray that this will truly be a year in which redemption will come because we have learned how to balance the conflicting forces upon us, that we will learn how to. be committed to our relationships, while still accomplishing things, that we will learn how to balance love and hate so that we will truly be able to form relationships, that none of us will ever cop out and say relationships are just too hard and excruciating — I would rather just stay in competitive situations. Let us all be willing to have good relationships, fulfilling relationships, so truly we will be worthy of the redemption in the coming year. Amen.

Building on the Past

Tonight is Rosh Hashonna. In the Torah we do not find the holiday of Rosh Hashonna listed as Rosh Hashonna. It is called Yom Teruah or Yom Zichron Teruah. Why should this be? What’s more, why don’t we mention in our prayers at all that today is also Rosh Chodesh? After all, today is the first day of the month. Rosh Chodesh is an important day in Judaism. We say Hallel, we have a Mussaf, on the Shabbos before we recite a special prayer; yet we make no mention of it at all on Rosh Hashonna. We do not even make the special prayer on the Shabbos before. Why should this be so? After all, when Rosh Chodesh comes on Shabbos, it mentions Rosh Chodesh and Shabbos. In fact, today is Shabbos and in our prayers we are going to mention Shabbos and Rosh Hashonna, but we do not mention Shabbos, Rosh Hashonna, and Rosh Chodesh. Why not? Why do we completely ignore Rosh Chodesh? Except for a very minor reference in the prayers, which only a scholar could really find, when it mentions something about the different sacrifices, there is no mention of Rosh Chodesh. Why don’t we mention Rosh Chodesh today?

Also, in our prayers, especially in the kiddush, we say, “Zecher liyetzias Mitzrayim” — Rosh Hashonna is a holiday of remembering the Exodus from Egypt. How can this be? We all know we left Egypt on Pesach, not Rosh Hashonna. What does Rosh Hashonna have to do with Egypt? Perhaps the answers to all these questions can be found in the Malchuyos section of the Rosh Hashonna davening, when we have the expression, “Vayhee biyshurun Melech” — “And it was in Yeshurun a king,” and later on in that section we have, “Vehaya Bayom Hahu” — “And it shall be on that great day that G‑d’s name shall be one and G‑d shall be one.” The rabbis teach us that anytime it uses the word “Vayehee,” it stands for sadness, and when the word “Vahaya,” — “It was” is mentioned, that is an occasion for joy. Certainly in the day when G‑d’s name will be one and He will be recognized as one in the whole world, that is an occasion for great joy. Many rabbis explain that when it says, “Vayhee biyshurun Melech” — “And it was in Yeshurun a king,” that that was an occasion for sadness because it refers to a time when the Jewish people rejected Shmuel and went looking for a king, not because they wanted to be better Jews, but because they wanted to imitate the goyim. The rabbis tell us that “Vayehee” signifies sadness and “Vehaya” signifies joy. Why should this be so?

The answer, to my mind, is because “Vayehee” is built on a future tense which is turned into the past. In other words, a person builds . his whole future by destroying his past. When we have “Vehaya,” we have a past tense which becomes future. A person builds his future by building on the past. The difference between the two is obvious in life. Many people have midlife crises. Some people handle their crises by destroying their past, by deserting their families, turning their backs on friends and institutions, and choosing radically different paths. According to the rabbis, that leads just to unhappiness and sadness, while those who build on the past, those who take the relationships of the past and improve them, those who hone their skills and improve them, these people will be happy.

This is the reason, to my mind, why on Rosh Hashonna we do not mention Rosh Chodesh. Many people would be misled if we mentioned Rosh Chodesh on Rosh Hashonna, because what does Rosh Chodesh celebrate? It celebrates the reappearance of the moon. When the moon comes back, then many people would think this is a new creation, that in order for us to renew ourselves, to rejuvenate ourselves, to get new direction, we have to cast off the past and start again without any entanglements. This the rabbis do not want to emphasize. It is true that the moon is the symbol of Jewish renewal. In fact, our symbol is the moon. In our prayers when we have a new moon, we say that just as we cannot jump up and touch the new moon, so no one should be able to touch us. Of course, now we know that since we have touched the moon, perhaps we will have to change the prayer, but in any event the symbol of Rosh Chodesh is the type of renewal which could be misinterpreted. It is a renewal which seems to begin new. Nothing is seen from the past moon, and people could, think then that in order to renew themselves, they have to start all over again, with new families, professions, etc. The Torah tells us this is not what we mean when we talk about Rosh Hashonna.

Rosh Hashonna talks about renewing ourselves in the middle of life. That’s why, too, Rosh Hashonna comes in the seventh month and not the first month. Why? The answer is that we renew ourselves in the middle of where we are. We don’t really have a new beginning. We begin right where we are. In fact, the word “Shonna” itself means “to repeat” and “to change.” We are supposed to have new beginnings around old problems. We are not to desert family, friends, and tradition. The word “Rosh” can mean “poison.” Maybe that’s why the Torah does not mention the name Rosh Hashonna, because if we think we must begin from scratch, then Rosh Hashonna becomes a poison and not a day of renewal, rededication, and rebuilding, and instead it becomes a day of destruction.

We also remember the Exodus from Egypt. The Jewish people did not start out on Mount Sinai. We started before as slave people. We did not claim we were descendants of G‑d. We started with a history, families, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The Jewish people renewed themselves by accepting the Torah at Mount Sinai, by leaving Egypt. They did not deny themselves or their past or who they were. Because they did not deny who they were, they became a great force for good in the world, and so can we. There are so many Jews in the world who want to deny themselves and that they are Jews. I met a young Jewish man who claimed that the PLO was right and Israel was a terrible oppressor. Later I found out he had a big fight with his father, but in any event, he denied himself and his past. There are many Jews like this who do this for ideological reasons. We can never deny our past and who we are. The same thing goes for our talents. If we are not happy, we can change jobs, but we should not deny the talents we have. We should redirect our talents and make them better. Most certainly, we do not have to destroy our past to have a future, run out on our family, turn our back on our parents, in order to have a new start. This is not the way we build things in Judaism. That is not the way we will be worthy of having a new and good year. The way we will be worthy of having a new and good year is by learning how to build on our past. Let us all hope and pray that we will all renew ourselves, not by denying ourselves and our past, not by denying our people, as many people did before when they became wealthy and then stopped being Jews, but by realizing the only way we can really effectively improve ourselves and improve the world is by being true to ourselves and our families, by directing the good we now have and making it better, by taking our past and from it building a future and not destroying our cast. May we all be worthy to have a year of happiness and good things because we have learned to build on the past.

A woman came to a doctor and said, “Doctor, you have to do something about my son. All he does all day is blow bubble gum and make mud pies.” The doctor said, “Madam, that’s not so bad. Why are you so upset? It is normal activity.” The woman said, “Doctor, I am sorry, but I don’t agree with you, and neither does his wife.” We do not build a future by destroying the past and beginning all over again as if we were babies. We build the future by building on our past where we are now and by improving it and making it better. May we all be given the strength and courage to do so.

What We Need to Make Our Relationships Work

The first night of Rosh Hashonna I spoke about the importance of relationships, that we need more than competitive achievement in life. On the first day of Rosh Hashonna I spoke about why people find relationships so difficult and why they would rather flee to competitive achievement. Today I would like to speak about what it is that is required in order to make a relationship work, what we need in order to make a relationship work. Rosh Hashonna is a holiday of relationships. On Rosh Hashonna we do not come before G‑d as a penitent. We do not come before G‑d saying Selichos. Instead, we come before G‑d as a partner, a junior partner to be sure, but as a partner, and we ask G‑d to judge us on our merits. Later on, we are going to ask G‑d to forgive us. Later, on Yom Kippur, we are going to ask G‑d that no matter what our balance sheet shows, G‑d should still forgive us. On Rosh Hashonna we do not come before G‑d asking for forgiveness. We do not mention as we do at Yom Kippur about Selicha, Mechila and Kapara. We do not mention those words of forgiveness. Instead, the keynote of this holiday is “Emes,” truth. We say, “And Your word is truth and exists forever.”

Also on Rosh Hashonna we mention the exodus from Egypt. We do that even in the kiddush. Why is it that we should remember the exodus from Egypt on Rosh Hashonna? The rabbis tell us that on Rosh Hashonna, which was six months before the exodus from Egypt, the Jewish people’s onerous duties as slaves were lessened, that they actually no longer had to do that hard, cruel work that had been forced upon them by Pharaoh. Egypt was in such chaos because of the plagues that Pharaoh could no longer enforce the strict regimen of slavery against the Jewish people. On Rosh Hashonna we remember, too, that our slavery was lessened. The rabbis also tell us that Rosh Hashonna also commemorates another thing. It was on Rosh Hashonna that Joseph got out of prison, that Joseph, the brilliant son who could see what other people could not see, but who was always plagued by jealousy and hatred, finally came out of prison on Rosh Hashonna.

In the Zichronos section of the Mussaf, which speaks about relationships, we read how we ask G‑d to remember Noah, to remember the treaty He made with Noah, and we also ask Him to remember the treaty He made with Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. It also says that G‑d says, and we quote the sentence in Leviticus which says, “And I will remember My treaty with Jacob and even My treaty with Yitzchak and even My treaty with Avraham.” G‑d says that He will remember the treaty, and He mentions Jacob first, and then Isaac and then Avraham. The rabbis all ask, why is that so? The answer they give is because Yaacov stands for truth, and therefore, he is first. In any type of relationship there must be truth. There are many people who get into trouble with their relationships because they impute to the person to whom they are attracted all sorts of qualities that this person does not have, and then when they find out later that this person is not responsible, loyal, or faithful, they are very shocked because they did not view this person truthfully. Also, people many times do not deal truthfully with themselves. They do not recognize their own faults and weaknesses.

In order to have a good relationship with anybody, it must be based on truth. You must be able to trust people and know what they want and need. It must be based upon truth. Our relationship with G‑d is based on truth. We know what G‑d expects from us. We know we must act morally and justly and we expect G‑d to act morally and justly, too. Would the judge of the whole world not do justly? Of course, sometimes it is hard to understand and see G‑d’s justice. On a national scale, perhaps we can see it, but on an individual scale it is very hard, yet, we believe that eventually G‑d’s justice will be done. Our relationship with G‑d is based upon truth, and our relationships with every human being must be based on truth.

But there are other requirements also. Yitzchak stands for seeing the potentiality in the world. This day is called Rosh Hashonna. The rabbis chose the name Rosh Hashonna instead of Yom Teruah, as it is known in the Torah, because they wanted to tell us something. “Shana” in Hebrew means “to repeat” and “to change.” It also means “to learn.” Yitzchak was the one who could see the potentiality in each human being. Each human being was a whole world, and he could see the endless potentiality that that person had. Yitzchak was not a competitive person at all. Yitzchak, when someone challenged him, moved on. He would not even fight for his rights. Yitzchak was able to see the good and the potential and the wonderful in everything. In order to have relationships with people, you must be able to see that the relationship can be renewed, that there are many new things, new hues, new lusters, new colors that can be seen in a relationship every day. Yitzchak was able to see that potentiality. He had a rich inner life and was able to see the inner life of every human being. It is true that relationships seem to repeat, but they do not. There is always some change and something new to be learned in every relationship. That, of course, is essential to relationships.

Finally, we have Avraham. Avraham stands for deeds of kindness. You can understand the truth and speak the truth and see the endless potentialities of people, but unless you are willing to put your deeds where your mouth is, then no one will be able to understand that you have any relationship. I know a father who came to me once and said he did not understand why he did not have a relationship with his child. Of course, it was true when the child was growing up, he never could go to recitals or ball games, could not help him with his homework or listen to his problems, but he said his son knew he loved him, but his son did not know that he loved him because there were no deeds, no concern that was translated into deeds of action and caring.

In order to have a relationship, you have to have truth, you have to see the endless potentiality and freshness in every human being, and you also have to translate your relationship into deeds of kindness and caring. Of course, all these three elements have a defect, as well. A relationship cannot be based just upon truth. As Blake said, “The truth that’s told with bad intent beats all the lies you can invent.” If you want to hurt somebody, just tell the truth at an inappropriate time. A young lady came to me a few months ago in tears, totally crushed. She had just been to a party and someone came up to her and said, “When did you get out of the insane asylum?” It was the truth. She had just been in Shadow Glen or someplace like that, but it was a truth told at a most inappropriate time. Truth, harping on a person’s faults continuously, can destroy every type of relationship. It is true that they have these faults, but so what? You mention it once or twice or not at all, and you work around them. It is also true that Yitzchak’s way, seeing the potentiality of everybody, also has a defect, because you have to hold people accountable. If you only see their potentiality without holding them accountable, then you are going to end up creating monsters. After all, Yitzchak could see the good even in Esau. It is important that you not only see the good in people, but also that you hold them to be accountable. They have to be responsible also. There is also a defect even in doing deeds of caring. Many times you can do deeds of caring and make a person so dependent upon you that you end up hating him because you are so tied down, and he ends up hating you because you took away his independence. When you do deeds of caring, you also have to make sure you safeguard the person’s independence. That accounts for the phenomena of the “ugly American.” Really, there was nothing wrong with the ugly American. America gave and gave and gave and did not take anything in return, and because we did not take anything in return, the people hated us. They were dependent upon us, but we did not need anything from them.

This lesson was driven home clearly to me when I was in college. I had a roommate who was an average student and he had severe money problems. I used to help him once in a while. I did not have much money either. I used to help him with his studies. One day when he was in the top bunk, he got terrible pains and he would not let me help him. He ran out of the room screaming. He would not let me help him, though. He said I helped him too much and he did not want any more from me. It turned out that his appendix had burst and he was lucky to be alive. You have to take from people, not just give to people; otherwise you destroy their dignity, their respect. Truth is important. We know on the international scene, truth is important. Israel will never have any relationships with her Arab neighbors until there is truth, until Arafat speaks the same words to Israel as he speaks to his own Arab brethren. There cannot be peace unless there is truth. The media does not always report the complete truth. The media does not report how Arafat has repeated over and over again that he will never accept a demilitarized state, which means, of course, that the three hundred most modern American tanks which we sold Saudi Arabia will be right next to Jerusalem and Tel Aviv if Arafat ever gets his state. Truth is important in any type of relationship, but it must be combined with seeing the potentiality of everyone and also must be combined with deeds of loving kindness. We should never despair, though. G‑d has created the world in such a way that we will be able to make relationships if we will remember to see the potentiality and the truth of everyone’s abilities, if we will be able to reach out and help each other.

That’s why we mention Noah also. G‑d has made a treaty with Noah also, with all the peoples of the world. G‑d also prepares the cure before the disease. One of the problems with relationships is that sometimes you have to be cruel in relationships, but if you are cruel, make sure that you are not excessively cruel. Make sure that when you are cruel, you are only cruel for the benefit of the person involved. For example, many times you have to take a baby to give him a shot. When you give a baby a shot, you are sticking him with a pin and it hurts. Sometimes when kids take drugs, you cannot give them any money. You will just hurt them worse. Make sure that when you are cruel, you are not cruel just because you want power and want to see people twist in the wind. That was the terrible thing about the experience of Egyptian slavery. The rabbis say they worked us at hard labor. They made us dig holes and then fill them up again. Someone told me that was the worst thing that ever happened to them in the army. They made them dig holes and fill them up again. It was useless work. Nobody needed the work. It was just an exercise in power. Never exercise power for the sake of power in a relationship. It will destroy it.

We also learn about Rachel crying for her children in the Haphtorah. We learn about this because Rachel, too, took advantage of her relationship with her father. She stole her father’s gods. which she should not have done. She should have convinced him to give them up. She should not have stolen them from him. She took advantage of her relationship. In any type of relationship, we must have truth. We must have a willingness to see the other person’s potentialities, to see new things in the relationship all the time, and finally, we have to have deeds of kindness, and we have to make sure that even when we tell the truth, we tell it with kindness and we are not excessively cruel, because if we are excessively cruel, we will quickly destroy the relationship.

I am reminded of the story about a fellow who found a slip, a card which was given him by a shoemaker to fix a pair of shoes 25 years ago. He had forgotten all about it. On a lark, he went back to the old neighborhood to see if the shoe store was still there. Sure enough, the shoe store was there and the same man was there fixing shoes. He went up to him and gave him the receipt. The man looked at it. He said, “Do you have these shoes?” The man said, “Yes, I have these shoes. Wait a minute.” He went to the back of the store and came out and said, “Come back on Tuesday. They’ll be ready then.” This, of course, was just an exercise in power. It we want our relationships to work, if we want to have good relationships, then we must always base them on truth and upon seeing the potentiality in each individual in each situation, and also back up this relationship with deeds of loving kindness. As we are about ready to hear the shofar blown, let us remember that we are commanded to hear the shofar, not to blow the shofar. Let us all remember to tell the truth with kindness, to have potentiality with accountability, and to halve deeds of kindness on a mutual basis, not on a subservient basis, so that truly we will be able to form wonderful relationships, so that we will all be blessed with a happy, healthy, prosperous New Year. May the Mashiach come. Amen.
Truth Requires Jewish Values and Knowledge

Rosh Hashonna is known as the Day of Truth. In fact, in the davening, we repeat this over and over again. “Vetaher Libeinu Leovdecho B’Emes” — “Purify our hearts to serve You with truth” — “Ki Ato Elokeem Emes” — “Because You are a G‑d of Truth” — “U’dvorcho Emes” — “And Your word is truth” — “Vekayom LoAd” — “And exists forever.” Truth is emphasized on Rosh Hashonna. This is not true about Yom Kippur. On Yom Kippur, we talk about G‑d forgiving our sins. We do not talk about G‑d being a G‑d of truth. Why should Rosh Hashonna be known as a Day of Truth? What’s more, we also refer to Rosh Hashonna as a Day of Joy. We say “Vesamcheinu Beshuasecha” — “And You have caused us to rejoice in Your salvation and deliverance.” In other words, this is a day of simcha, joy. We are supposed to eat good food, wear nice clothes. It is a joyful day. The question can be asked, why don’t we say Hallel if is a joyful day? Why don’t we say Hallel as we do on Pesach and Shavuos and Succos? It is true that Rosh Hashonna is joyful because when we look back in judging ourselves, we see our many accomplishments, as well as our faults. In fact, we thank G‑d for achievements as well as confessing our faults. That’s why the word in Hebrew, “Hoda,” means both “to thank” and “to confess.” When we look back and see we have erred, we also see those things we have done correctly and we rejoice that G‑d has given us the strength and opportunity to do them, too. If that is the case, why don’t we say Hallel on Rosh Hashonna?

Today, we are going to read the Akedah. We learn that Abraham made a mistake. G‑d tells Abraham “Take please your son, the only one that you love, Yitzchak, and go to the land of Moriah — and offer him up here as an Olah.” “Ha-aleyhu” in Hebrew really means to elevate him. Why didn’t G‑d use the expression “V’Heecraft-tihu” — “And you shall offer him as a sacrifice”? Instead, He uses the word “Haaleyhu.” The reason is because G‑d really didn’t want Abraham to sacrifice his son. Abraham misconceived what G‑d had commanded him. He had commanded him to elevate him, and Abraham thought G‑d meant he should sacrifice him. We learn that Abraham takes two boys in addition to Yitzchak with him on the way to the Akedah. The boys go almost all the way, but then the boys stop and Yitzchak and Abraham go on alone. Then we learn that an angel of G‑d calls Abraham and says, “Al Tishlach Yodcho El Hanaar” — “Do not send your hand against this boy.” Abraham stops and lifts his eyes and he sees a ram in back of him, caught in a thicket, and he offers that ram in place of his son. Why did Abraham have to sacrifice anything at all? The angel had told him not to sacrifice his son. Why did he have to sacrifice anything? What’s more, we notice that it was not G‑d who told Abraham not to sacrifice his son but a messenger of G‑d who told Abraham to desist. Abraham thought that G‑d had told him to sacrifice his son. How, though, could Abraham have made such a mistake? How could he think that G‑d commanded him to sacrifice his son? Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik says that the two boys who accompanied Abraham were representative of the culture of the time. Abraham stood for Jews and Judaism, and the two boys stood for the culture of the time. Abraham made a mistake because he assumed that just as the culture in which he lived sacrificed children, so he also should sacrifice a child in order to get close to G‑d. Abraham was influenced by the culture in which he lived. He adopted its norms as his norms. When he came to perform the deed, an angel of G‑d told him not to. Who was this angel of G‑d? This angel of G‑d was the Torah, the Jewish tradition. What represents G‑d and His teachings on earth? It is the Torah. Jewish tradition told Abraham not to do it. This is not the Jewish way. Abraham desisted and did not sacrifice his son.

Afterwards, it says that Abraham calls the name of the place “G‑d will see.” Why did he call it “G‑d will see”? Why did he also then offer an Ayil in place of his son? Also, what happened to Yitzchak? It says that Abraham went back to two boys, but where did Yitzchak go? The Medrash tells us that Yitzchak went to a yeshiva. Why? Because Abraham realized that his son had to have Jewish values, that his soul could be misled by the culture in which he lived, that his son must concentrate on the values of Torah, that his son must be totally a Jew in order to cope with the world and not be misled the way he was almost misled. Abraham then went back to the two boys. The question can be asked, why did Abraham go back to the two boys? After all, if the culture had misled him and caused him to almost sacrifice his only son, how could he go back to these boys? The rabbis say that he went back because we must not be narrow in truth. When it comes to religious values, when it comes to our own view of how to act morally in the world, there we do not and should not interact with other peoples of the world, but when it comes to knowledge, general truth, we must use their insights as well, so Abraham went back to the boys. The rabbis explain the difference between the truth and a lie by saying that really, according to the Jewish conception of things, there really is no such thing as a lie. A lie is just something which contains less truth. A lie comes when a person is too narrow. We can learn that even from the difference in the words “Sheker” and “Emes.” In the word “Sheker” every letter has only one point on the line; even the Shin as written in the Torah has only one point on the line. “Emes” has three points on the line: the Aleph, the Mem, and the Tof. What’s more, the letters of “Sheker”, or falsehood, are all together at the end of the alphabet, Shin, Kuf, Raysh, but the letters of the word for truth, “Emes,” are scattered throughout the alphabet. Aleph is the first letter, Mem is the middle letter, and Tof is the last letter. When a person gains truth, he must see the broad picture. He must see many things; otherwise he cannot understand what truth is. A lie in Judaism is not just a lie, but means a person is too narrow, and a person too narrow can put things in the wrong context. If you put things in the wrong context, then of course, you will end up with a lie. The most powerful lies of all are the ones with the most truth. That’s why communism was so dangerous in our era. It had at least 40 percent or 45 percent truth, and that amount of truth is very destructive because it can become very seductive and misleads people.

However, the rabbis tell us that we must never be narrow in our view. If we are, we will never be able to implement the teachings of Judaism in the world. We will not be able to know how to do the right things. The rabbis teach us that the Halacha is almost always like Beis Hillel when they argue about the Talmud. There are hundreds of disputes between Beis Hillel and Beis Shammai in the Talmud, but the Halacha almost always follows Beis Hillel. Why? The answer is given because the students of Hillel were willing to learn the opinions of Beis Shammai, but the students of Beis Shammai were not willing to learn the opinions of Beis Hillel. Beis Hillel knew that by studying the opinions of Beis Shammai, they could only learn a lot more and experience more truth. G‑d knows the whole truth. We do not. G‑d knows what came before the world was created, what comes after the world was created, all history. We do not know things. We look at things from our own narrow perspective. Many times, from our narrow perspective, we cannot understand things at all, why G‑d created pain and suffering. G‑d knows. He is the source of all truth. We cannot understand. We must deepen our knowledge so we can make the right decisions in life. We need knowledge in physics and chemistry and politics and diplomacy to confront the problems at hand and solve them correctly. During the Holocaust, the Jewish leaders were confronted with terrible problems. They did not have enough knowledge. If they had had more knowledge, perhaps they would have made different decisions. They didn’t know if Hitler really meant what he said. They didn’t know whether cooperating or defying the Nazis would be more efficacious and save Jewish lives. We need a lot of knowledge and help even to implement Jewish values.

There is a story they tell in the Talmud about the great Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai. He was the man who saved Judaism. When Jerusalem was besieged, he saw it was hopeless. He realized the city had to capitulate to Rome. He decided to go to Vespasian and try to save something. The zealots prevented anyone from leaving the city alive. He pretended that he died. First, the news went out that he was sick and then that he had died. They put him in a coffin to take him out of the city. As he passed through the gate, one of the soldiers wanted to stab him, because they wanted to make sure that everyone was dead who left. Even though his nephew was the leader of the zealots, they were going to stab him. His nephew and others said they couldn’t do such a thing because he was such a great rabbi, so they let him out. He went to Vespasian and said, “Behold, you are the emperor.” Vespasian said, “How can you say that? I am only a general.” Just at that moment, a messenger came from Rome and told him he had been crowned emperor. He looked at Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai and said, “Since you greeted me this way, I will give you anything you want.” Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai asked for three things. He asked for the life of a great rabbi who had fasted for many years. He asked that the descendants of Hillel would be spared. He asked that a yeshiva be set up in Yavneh, that scholars be allowed to teach and learn. Vespasian granted these requests and Judaism was saved. However, the story is told in the Talmud that on Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai’s deathbed, he was crying and crying. They asked him, “Why are you crying?” He answered, “Because I don’t know what will happen to me. I don’t know where I will go, whether I’ll go above or below.” They said, “Why are you feeling this way?” Then they remembered the dispute he had with Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva went up to Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai after Yavneh was established and said, “Vespasian said he would give you everything. Why didn’t you ask for Jerusalem? Why didn’t you ask for Jerusalem to be saved?” He answered, “I thought if I asked for a big thing I wouldn’t get it. I wouldn’t even get a little thing, so I asked for a little thing, hoping that I would at least get that.” Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai on his very deathbed was not sure he made the right decision. Look how many people were killed. The Temple was destroyed. Jewish sovereignty was gone forever. He might have been able to save it. Did he make the right decision or not? It troubled him to his dying day. He didn’t have enough knowledge of Vespasian to know whether he made the right decision.

We all need knowledge in order to make the right decisions. We all live in a world in which we do not have the complete knowledge, :in which we must make decisions based on partial knowledge. ‘That’s why Abraham took the ram. “Ayil-efshor yesh lomar.” The letters can stand for “Perhaps you can say this.” This ayil was caught in a thicket. In Hebrew, “Basvach” means “complications.” It was complicated. Perhaps you can say this or that. G‑d, I am acting with a full heart and trying my best. I’m giving You what I think is best. I am offering my best thinking on my altar to You. That’s all that we can do, try our best. We are limited in knowledge. When it comes to Jewish values, we cannot compromise, but how do we implement these values? For that, we need knowledge. The rabbis tell us that Jewish values, the Ten Commandments, were given on two stones. Why were they given on two stones? Why not on one? The rabbis answer, because the Ten Commandments stand for bride and bridegroom, heaven and earth, this world and the next world, Gabriel and Michael. Why should the Ten Commandments stand for these things? Because in life we have to make hard decisions. Gabriel stands for strict justice, Michael stands for mercy. When should we be merciful and when should we be strict? It stands for heaven and earth. We have to be concerned about spiritual things and physical things, making a living. How do we balance these things? It is difficult. It stands for this world and the next world. In this world, we have to inflict pain just to eat. We kill life, if not an animal life, a vegetable life. When it comes to bride and bridegroom, that is the biggest miracle of all, how two people can get together and stay married, each having different; opinions. From their point of view, each opinion is right. We have to reconcile not right and wrong, but two different rights. It is a very difficult thing to do. We tell G‑d, I am trying my best. Truth is not easy to come by or learn. Truth is not easy to see. They tell the story of a professor who asked his students how many seconds there are in a year. One student answered 12. The professor said, “How coin you say that? There are 60 seconds in a minute, 60 minutes in an hour, 24 hours in a day, 365 days in a year. How can you say 12 seconds?” The student said, “It’s easy. January second, February second, etc.” Truth must have a context, It is very difficult for us to know truth. We must implement the values of Judaism, but we need knowledge and truth. That’s why Abraham went back to the two boys. When it comes to Jewish values, we must be strong. Unfortunately, in our day, there are so many Jews who do not know anything about Jewish values. They confuse Jewish values with cultural values, as Abraham almost did. When it comes to Jewish values, we cannot compromise them, but when it comes to knowledge, how to implement things in the world, we need to be broad. We cannot be narrow; otherwise we cannot fulfill our role in the world.

That’s why, too, when we blow the shofar, we blow two notes. We do not just blow a Teruah note. Teruah is a Jewish note, a note of the Jewish dream. We must implement them with the Tekiah in front and back. We must implement them with knowledge because we must try to get as much truth as possible so that we can fulfill the Jewish dream in the right and proper way. May G‑d grant us all the vision to see as much truth as we can so we will not fail in implementing our job in furthering Jewish values. May we all make sure our children have good Jewish educations, so they will know what Jewish values are, so they can implement them properly. May we all on this holiday of truth, when G‑d expects us to live a life based on as much truth as possible, fulfill our role. G‑d, You have the truth. You know what the truth is, but G‑d, you shall see that I am doing my best. Judge me accordingly. May we all be inscribed for a good year, for a year filled with joy, happiness, good health, and good things, and the ability to serve G‑d by implementing His ideals correctly and truthfully in the world.

SHABBOS SHUVA

Changing Our Sins To Merits

In the Rambam’s laws of Teshuva, in the very first chapter in the very first section, the Rambam tells us what is necessary in order to do Teshuva. He says that we must confess our sins. He says, “And they must confess their sins which they have done with the confessions of words.” This confession is a positive commandment. We know that we are all composed of many different feelings, thoughts, and attitudes, and that until we can crystallize our feelings, attitudes, and thoughts by expressing them in words, we have not really done anything. We have not sufficiently grabbed hold of them to initiate a process of change. This process of change may take an awfully long time, but we cannot begin it until we can first express our desire to change in words. Therefore, we have to make a confession. We make this confession before G‑d. The Rambam continues and says, “How do we confess? We say, ‘Please, G‑d, I have sinned. I have acted willfully. I have acted rebelliously before You. I have done so and so, and behold, I am ashamed and I regret my deeds, and from now on I will not return to do this anymore.”‘

This, of course, is the basis of all Jewish confession. In Jewish confession, you have to admit that you did something wrong, and then you have to say that you are sorry for what you did and then agree never to do it again. You cannot do, as some people do, annd say, “Yes, I did it, but that so and so deserved- it and I would do it again to him.” That is not a confession which will gain you repentance. You have to agree that what you did was wrong, and you have to say that you are sorry for what you did, and you have to agree not to do it again. I once heard a Mafioso type on television who said that he did wrong and he was sorry for what he did wrong, but if he would ever lose his money, he would do it over again. He said it was worse for him to be without money than to commit crimes. This, of course, would not be a good confession either. In order for us to gain forgiveness for our sins, we must, first of all, recognize that we have sinned, then we must be sorry for what we did, and then agree not to do it again. Notice that we say, “We have sinned before You,” that we have sinned before G‑d. It is not just that we are sorry that we have harmed another person, but that we are also sorry that we have estranged ourselves from G‑d. We have made ourselves disgusting in our own eyes. We do not feel pure. We crave to be forgiven. We have been assured that as long as we are sincere, we will be forgiven.

This, of course, is basic Jewish doctrine. However, it is hard to understand what the Rambam says later on. In the second chapter of the Laws of Teshuva, in the eighth paragraph, he says that in the confession of sins that all Israel says on Yom Kippur, we should also include our forefathers’ sins, and that we should also confess the sins that we have committed in previous years. Even though we have already been forgiven for these sins, we should still confess them over again. He says, “The sins that they confessed upon them on this Yom Kippur, we should return and confess upon them on the sins that we made from a previous Yom Kippur.” Even though we have still stayed righteous and repentant, we should not withhold ourselves from confessing those sins over again. It says, “Because my sin I make known and my offense is placed before me.” In other words, even those sins that we have already been forgiven for in previous years, we should still confess over again, even though we have not done those sins over again. Why should this be? Why should we have to confess sins that we have already gained forgiveness for? It does not seem to make sense. Also, in the Rambam’s book on the Laws of Ma’aseh HaKorbonas, we learn how when a person brought a sacrifice, he also was commanded to make a confession. There the confession is different. There the confession is, “I sinned and I did this and this, and I am now bringing my Teshuva before You, and this is my Kapora, my restitution.” What kind of confession is this, and why did you have to make this type of confession? It, too, does not seem to make sense because before you could bring the sacrifice yourself, you had to make the first confession that the Rambam talked about. You had to admit your sin, say that you were sorry for your sin, and agree never to go back to it again. Why did you require another confession when you brought the animal? Before you were even eligible to bring the animal, you had to make the first confession, so therefore, your sins should have been forgiven.

We also have another problem. The other problem we find in the Gemora Sanhedrin, where we learn how the Resh Lokesh says there that if a person does Teshuva, his intentional sins will be made unintentional sins. Then a few lines later, he says that if you do Teshuva, your intentional sins will be made merits. What is going on here?

Perhaps we can understand these questions if we go back to what we learned before when we said that when we admit our sins, we are saying that, “We have sinned before You, G‑d.” Many people think that after they have done such evil things, they can never get back in G‑d’s graces. They think that after they have sinned so much, they are completely lost, that they can no longer find G‑d. This, of course, is not true according to the Jewish religion — although there is a special Medrash that said, “When Wisdom is asked, ‘What is the punishment of a sinner?’, Wisdom tells them, ‘Sinners, let them be pursued by their evil.’ And when they ask Prophecy, ‘What is a sinner’s punishment?’, it tells them, ‘The soul that sins it shall die.’ And when they ask the Torah, ‘What is a sinner’s punishment?’, the Torah tells them, ‘Let them bring a guilt offering and gain atonement.’ But when they ask the Holy One, Blessed be He, ‘What is a sinner’s punishment?’ He tells them, ‘Let them do Teshuva and then they will gain forgiveness.’”

They tell the story of Acher, who was one of the greatest rabbis who lived in the time of Rabbi Akiva. His name was Elisha ben Avuyah. Elisha ben Avuyah, Rabbi Akiva, and two other rabbis entered into mystical studies. Only Rabbi Akiva came out whole. Elisha ben Avuyah became a heretic, one rabbi went crazy, and the other rabbi died. Elisha ben Avuyah, they say, became a heretic because he once saw a father tell a son to climb a tree and to take the eggs, but to remember to shoo the mother bird away. The boy shooed the mother bird away, took the eggs, and then fell off the tree and died. Elisha ben Avuyah knew that in the Torah, we are promised twice to be given long life — once when we honor our parents and once when we shoo away the mother bird, and here the boy had done both and had died, so Elisha ben Avuyah said, “There is not judge and there is no law,” and, therefore, he became a heretic. Probably this was an excuse because probably he was depressed by Roman rule and thought the Jewish people had no chance, so he decided if you cannot lick them, join them. He was such a great rabbi that Rabbi Meir used to follow along and learn Torah from him while he was riding a donkey on Shabbos. The other rabbis used to ask Rabbi Meir how he could do that, and he said, “Well, I take the seed and throw away the rind.” Rabbi Meir was always trying to get Elisha ben Avuyah to repent. Elisha ben Avuyah said he could not because he was too far gone. At the end of his life, he uttered a cry which Rabbi Meir interpreted to be a sign of Teshuva, that he too was forgiven by G‑d.

Therefore, it is not just the forgoing of punishment that we are asking for on Yom Kippur. What we are asking for is actually to be made pure. That’s why we use the word “Slach,” not just “Mechal.” “Mechal” means to forgo punishment. We want to stand pure before G‑d. We want to be accepted before G‑d. We want to come before G‑d whole and complete. The rabbis tell us that there are two types of Teshuva: a “Teshuva Meahava,” a Teshuva from love; and there is also “Teshuva Meyira,” a Teshuva from fear. They are both efficacious, as Resh Lokesh told us. In one case, they changed the sins we do on purpose. They change them to accidental sins. You know, in Jewish life you could not bring a sacrifice in most instances for things you did on purpose. You could only bring a sacrifice for things you did by accident. For things you did on purpose, it did not do any good to bring sacrifices. First, you had to make up with the person against whom you sinned. You also sinned against G‑d, but bringing sacrifice was too easy a way to get out of your intentional sins. G‑d would say, “I will consider them like accidental sins if you have made up with the person against whom you sinned.” This, the rabbis tell us, comes when we repent out of fear, when we repent because we know that we have done the wrong thing, but we are still not sure of ourselves. We are still afraid that we may repeat the same sin. Therefore, we break with our past completely. That is the repentance which comes from fear. Resh Lokesh says there is a higher form of repentance. That is the repentance that comes from love, where we do not break from our past, but use the energy and strength of our past in order to do even better in the future.

We can understand a little bit about this concept if we understand a little bit about Resh Lokesh. Resh Lokesh, according to the Talmud, started out as a Talmid Chochum, as a scholar, but for some reason or another, he became a gladiator, and after a stint as a gladiator, he became an armed robber. There is a story told that once Rav Yochanan was bathing in the Jordan and Resh Lokesh came and stole his clothes. Rav Yochanan recognized Resh Lokesh from his student days, and he called him back and said, “How could you do this? You have sunk to such a low point. Why don’t you come back to the yeshiva with me?” Resh Lokesh, at first, did not want to, but Rav Yochanan convinced him and told him, “Remember my beautiful sister. If you are successful, who knows, maybe you could marry her,” etc. Resh Lokesh came back to the study hall. There is a story that says he left, too, after a few weeks, but then he decided that Torah was the best thing and came back. He became a great scholar. He became the study mate of Rav Yochanan. The Talmud is filled with pages of how Rav Yochanan and Resh Lokesh argue and discuss different problems. Resh Lokesh knew the power of Teshuva. He knew what it was to come back to Torah after being away from Torah. He knew that the highest form of Teshuva was when you took the energy that you would normally use to do evil, and instead, do good with it. It is a strange phenomenon that negative emotions are usually a lot stronger than the positive emotions. When you hate somebody, you usually hate them with greater energy than when you love somebody. A friend you will do a favor to, once in a while when you see him, but an enemy you will do evil and harm to any way you can. This is an unfortunate aspect of human nature that the destructive forces seem to be more filled with energy than the constructive forces. Resh Lokesh was telling us here that if you could only take this energy that you use for destructive forces and use them for positive forces, you can overcome all sorts of barriers and reach even a higher place than if you had never done anything bad, because now you know the power and energy you can put into positive acts because you used to put them into negative acts. This is what he meant by saying that you can transform the acts you did on purpose into merits. If you take the energy, if you learn from the acts you did in the past, they can become merits.

We see that many times among people, who in order to do Teshuva, and of course, it is still valid Teshuva, must break completely with their past. This, of course, is a must for alcoholics and drug addicts. They cannot get involved with their old crowd, unless of course, their friends have also gone on the wagon or forsworn drugs. It is very important that they get together in self-help groups and help each other. If they would go back to the old crowd, to the old people, it would be suicide. They will just end up going back to old habits. We know that this a valid form of Teshuva. After all, Abraham was told to Lech, Lecha, to leave his land, his birthplace and his father’s home to go to the land of Canaan. He had to break completely with his past. It was essential at that time. But that was not the highest form of Teshuva. The highest form of Teshuva is when we can take our past and use it for good. Therefore, that is why we read in our prayers that we are supposed to lift up our sin, and if we cannot lift up our sin, then at least, G‑d, You should pass over our rebellion, our sin. That is why we say, too, over and over again, that the Lord is a merciful and gracious G‑d. We use the expression there, too, “Nosay Avon V’Pesha.” In English, it just says forgiving the sin and the rebellion, but “Nosay” in Hebrew has the connotation of lifting up. It means to lift up, to marry, to carry. What you have to do in marriage is to forgive, to lift, to carry. You have to lift each other’s spirits, etc.

Of course, we also mention in our prayers to blot out the sins that we have. Sometimes we have no choice. We have to blot out the sins that we have done, to rid ourselves of the past, but that is not the highest form of Teshuva. The highest form of Teshuva is not to break with your family and friends and from the skills and talents you had before, but to elevate them and use them in the service of Torah. Rock singers who were involved with drugs, but who became Baal Teshuvas, can now form their own bands free of drugs. We have the Diaspora Yeshiva Band, composed of some of the greatest rock musicians in America, who found Judaism and who now are using their skills and energy for the pursuit of Judaism and not to undermine it. Baal Teshuvas, when they reestablish their relationships with their families, have deeper relationships with their families now because they now understand the importance of family. They understand the importance of parents, siblings, children, etc. They can now take the energy they poured into rebellion and use that same energy in a positive way.

That, of course, is what we mean, too, when we say that a person who brought a Korban has to make a confession. The confession is different with a Korban. The person says, “Yes, I have sinned and I did this and this,” but he does not say, “I am ashamed and I am not going to do it over again,” because that is already understood. He says, “I am returning with my Teshuva before You. I am giving my Teshuva to You, G‑d, and this should be my restitution. What I am doing now is taking all that energy that I used to use for evil things and now I am going to use it for positive things.” That is the highest form of Teshuva. I am using all those talents and skills that I used to squander in the pursuit of evil in the pursuit of good. I am now taking all my talents that in the past I used in order to further bad goals to further good goals. This is what it means, too, when the Rambam says in the second chapter that we must confess over again the sins that we have already been forgiven for, because by so doing, we remember the energy and the skill and the emotion with which we used to do these sins and now we are committed to using that same energy and emotion to do good. We say, that is my restitution now. That is how I am making good for what I did before.

That is also why the rabbis say that a Baal Teshuva stands in a higher place than a Tzadik, one who never sinned, because a Baal Teshuva understands the powerful forces within a human being that can lead him to do evil things, and how he can now take the energy of those negative forces and apply them in a positive way. He understands better also what people like him have gone through, and he knows better how to appreciate others, their struggles, and how to sympathize and be more tolerant of them. He also can serve as an example of how to overcome these terrible types of problems.

So, on this Shabbos Shuva, let us all remember that we need to stand in front of G‑d, and we need to stand in front of G‑d pure. We can come before G‑d with a precious gift, even if we have sinned and done wrong things. That precious gift is the knowledge of how to use the energy that we used when we chose an evil path, and instead, use it to achieve positive goals. Let us all hope that all of us will use this energy positively so that we will truly be worthy of a good year, that we will be like Resh Lokesh, who took all of the energy that he used in the past to further physical, carnal things, even criminal things, and used them for Torah. He, by doing so, enhanced Torah and the Jewish community. His past experiences had turned from willful sins to merits. Let us all hope that we can change around all our faults and make them merits, too, in the coming year, so we will be truly worthy of a happy, healthy, and prosperous New Year. Amen.
YOM KIPPUR

We Need Spirituality As Well As Morality

Last night I talked about the importance of Jewish institutions for the preservation of Judaism, that without Jewish institutions it would be difficult for Judaism to survive. Why is it, though, that in America today there are so many Jews who do not seem to be able to identify with Judaism or who identify with Judaism in such a weak way? There is a notion prevalent in America which actually was propounded first by a Jew named Spinoza which undermines Jewish belief in a very significant way. This view propounds the thesis that religion is important and useful, but. religion is only a means to something else. Religion is a means to make a person moral, that religion’s whole purpose is to make people moral, and that is why it is important that there be religion in society. Spinoza promoted this concept of civic religion, that religion in itself is not very important, but religion as an instrument to promote morality is very, very important. Of course, it is true that religion does promote morality. If people are religious and G‑d‑fearing peoople, then they will not do certain things which will harm others. That actually is the definition of G‑d-fearing, according to Judaism. G‑d-fearing is not someone who prays fervently all day, davens all day and wears a tallis all day and wears a black coat and hat. That is not necessarily a G‑d-fearing person. It could be a G‑d-fearing person, but is not necessarily a G‑d-fearing person. In Judaism, a G‑d-fearing person is one who, when he has the ability and power to get away with harming and hurting others, will not do so because he knows that there is a G‑d in the world. You could be a King Farouk and have any woman you wanted. You could take anybody’s property and nobody could do anything about it, but you do not do it because you know that there is a G‑d in the world and then you are G‑d-fearing. You could be an employer and get away with mistreating your employees, but you do not do it because you know there is a G‑d in the world. Then you are G‑d-fearing.

I know certain professors who have their graduate students mow their yards. They are taking advantage of their power, because a graduate student would do anything to make sure he would get his Ph.D. This applies to, any time individuals like to see others dangle and twist in the breeze, as they say. They misuse their power. These are not G‑d‑fearing people. If you can steal something and get away with it and nobody would ever catch you, you should not do it because there is a G‑d in the world. It is true that G‑d-fearing people are more moral. I had a friend whose father opened a store in Indiana at the same time that his friend opened a store. His friend’s store lasted less than a year, but his store lasted until now, more than 50 years. My friend tells me that his father once went to the townspeople and asked them, “How come you are doing business with me but you would not do business with my friend and he had exactly the same policies that I have and the same merchandise and was very conscientious and worked very hard? How come his store failed in his first year and I am still doing business with you?” They told him (this was in the 1950s), “The reason we are still doing business with you is because you are closed on your High Holidays. You believe in G‑d. We can trust you, but we do not know about that other individual. He did not close on the holidays. A person who does not believe in G‑d we cannot trust.” In America until the 1960s, it was important to believe in G‑d, even for business reasons, because people did not care what religion you belonged to or what you believed in but they had to feel that you were G‑d-fearing and would not cheat them. Therefore, religion was considered very important to insure that you would be moral.

Judaism does not believe that that is the primary purpose of religion. The primary purpose of religion is not to be moral, but to stand in the presence of G‑d, to be connected to G‑d. Of course, you cannot connect to G‑d or stand in the presence of G‑d or have a relationship with G‑d unless you are moral. Morality is just the first stage. It is not the be-all and end-all of religion. It is the first stage. It is a necessary stage. You cannot go to the second stage without going first to the first stage. A person who is not- moral cannot stand before G‑d. That is why we say in our prayers, “On the sin that we sinned before You.” Because we have sinned before G‑d, therefore we are alienated and ashamed and embarrassed and disappointed in ourselves. We want to get close to G‑d again. We do not want to feel disgusted about ourselves, so we have to do Teshuva, we have to do repentance so we can once again stand before G‑d. The purpose of religion is to cause us to have meaning in life, to cause us to feel that our life has purpose, to feel that we are serving G‑d, to feel that we have a function, that our life is not meaningless, that we are not useless.

The problem with modern man is that he really does not feel that he belongs on this earth. That is why Kafka is such a popular author, because Kafka speaks about man the cockroach, man who cannot relate, man who really does not belong here, man who is alienated. It is a paradox that the more people get into themselves, the more alienated they become, while the more they attach themselves to others and to Hashem, the more they find themselves. The purpose of Judaism is to attach yourself to G‑d. Most American Jews do not know that. They do not understand that, and that is why synagogues are usually institutions just for children. I have to teach my child how to be moral. I do not have to go to synagogue because I already am moral. Once in a while, I may slip, but I go on the High Holidays. That is enough. I do not need to increase my moral understanding because I already know about morality. That is what many Jews feel. They feel it is important to support a synagogue because the moral view should be presented. Society has to have one institution at least that sticks up for moral values and is not an institution which is only interested in making money. Judaism says that is not enough. That is the whole purpose of the rituals of Judaism. True, by concentrating on these rituals, we become more moral. They strengthen the family. They also cause us to stand in the presence of G‑d, to be connected to G‑d. The problem with most people today is that they are spiritually deprived. What does spirituality mean? It means being connected to others, to feel that you are part of the universe, that you are needed, that the universe would be incomplete without you, that you are part of the unity of the universe, that you belong here, and that you can relate and you have a contribution to make.

You know, on Yom Kippur we Duchan. We say the priests come and give us the priestly blessing. It is hard to understand, though, why on Yom Kippur we Duchan, especially in the Galus. In Eretz Yisroel, they Duchan every Shabbos, and in Jerusalem, they Duchan every single day, but we in the Diaspora Duchan only on the High Holidays, Pesach, Succos, and Shavuos because we say that when we are in exile, we do not have the proper frame of mind, the proper happiness, the proper spirit in order to receive G‑d’s blessing. It is not the Kohanim who are actually blessing us; it is G‑d. They are just a conduit through which the blessing goes, and if they are not in the right frame of mind, the blessing, so to speak, is stopped up. It does not go through them in the proper way. Therefore, because we are not in a right frame of mind, we do not have the necessary happiness in order to Duchan except on the holidays. On the holidays we are commanded to be happy, so, therefore, we Duchan, but why on Yom Kippur do we Duchan? After all, Yom Kippur is a day of judgment, as is Rosh Hashonna. It is a day on which the books of life and death are opened. Why should we Duchan on Yom Kippur?

We can answer that question if we know what it is actually that the priests say. The priests say, “May the L-rd bless you and keep you. May the L-rd bless you with material goods and keep you from them,” in the sense that may He give you the knowledge and sense to know how to use these material goods in the right way. We see what happens to basketball players and rock stars who get money very fast. They end up on drugs and dead, either from suicide or from overdoses. The second part of the blessing is, “May G‑d shine His countenance upon you and may He be gracious unto you.” Here we are asking for Chain, which means that we should be lovable and loving creatures. So the question is, if G‑d has already blessed us with material goods and the ability to handle material goods and has given us a loving and lovable personality, what more do we need? But, there is the last blessing, which is the highest blessing. “May G‑d lift up His countenance to you and give you peace,” which the rabbis say is a spiritual blessing, that we ask that we be given the ability to connect with G‑d and to connect with others, to establish real and meaningful relationships. This is something that many people do not understand. Many people are interested only in material things now. It is understandable why. In the last 50, 60, 70 years, there have been so many advances in society. People want the latest video and inventions. After all, 80 years ago, people did not have electricity. People did not have air conditioning. All these things cost money. Therefore, we suppressed all our spiritual needs in order to attain material goals. Man today is spiritually deprived. Man today needs to be connected, and of course, that is what Yom Kippur is all about. It teaches us how to be connected and that brings us happiness, so therefore, we Duchan on Yom Kippur.

That is one of the reasons why the seventh day is a holy day, because six is the number of the material world. That is why one of the symbols of Judaism is the six-pointed star. We are supposed to hallow the material world. We have up, down, north, east, south, west, and we are supposed to hallow G‑d in all our ways, in all our actions in the world, but there is still a seventh day. We have to devote a day to spirituality. Shabbos allows us to bond with G‑d and with our family. Seven is the number of spirituality. Most people in today’s life do not realize that. They do not realize that they need more than material things. They need love and companionship and friendship and trust and kindness. These are all spiritual values. Ask a very rich man or woman who just lost their spouse what they would give to get their spouse back. They would give all their wealth up if only they could have their spouse back. We need more than just material goods. I know there was a very rich man who came to see me a few weeks ago and complained to me. He said, “I don’t understand why I don’t have any friends.” I told him, and I don’t think he will speak to me again, “You use people. You do not connect with them in a spiritual way. You just use people.”

What does it mean, though? How can we tell if we are connecting with people in a spiritual way? We can tell, the rabbis tell us, by looking at the blessing the Kohanim make before they Duchan. They make the blessing, “Blessed are You, O L-rd, our G‑d, King of the Universe, Who has sanctified us with the sanctity of Aaron and Who has commanded us to bless His people, Israel, with love.” There is no other blessing in Judaism in which we are commanded to bless with love. We do not say, “It is G‑d Who brings bread from the ground with love.” This is the only blessing in Judaism where we mention the word love. That is one of the prerequisites to show whether or not we are connecting right.

Also in this blessing, we mention the holiness of Aaron. What are we talking about here? Well, in order to tell whether you have really a spiritual relationship, there are three requirements. Just as before you Duchan, you have to be in a happy frame of mind, if you have a relationship with somebody, you should feel reasonably happy. If you are always miserable, you have a terrible relationship. I remember several young ladies who came up to me, telling me how much they love this person, but they are so miserable. How can I explain it? I said, “Well, you have a bad relationship. You may love that person and that person may even be a good person, but he is a bad person for you. You are miserable all the time. If you are miserable all the time, you do not have a spiritual relationship.”

The second thing is that this relationship must bring out the best in you, not the worst in you. It must bring out the love in you. If this relationship does not bring out the good in you, then it is a terrible relationship, too. I know several relationships where the people are always fighting like cats and dogs. That is a bad relationship. I know two brothers who every time they got together would fight. They came from a family where that was the way everyone acted. Apparently, that was the way they showed love. If you did not insult your brother or sister, it showed you did not love them. They even came back from a funeral of a family member and engaged in a fist fight. That, of course, is not a healthy relationship. Healthy relationships do not bring out the worst in people. They bring out the best, the love that a person has in his heart for himself and for others.

And then, finally, in order to have a true spiritual relationship, you have to have the holiness of Aaron. What was the holiness of Aaron? Aaron was a “Rodef Sholom,” a lover of peace, a pursuer of peace. He included everybody in his concern. If the relationship is exclusive, if it makes you give up your family and friends, if it makes you concentrate just on one person alone, then it is not a spiritual relationship. G‑d, Whom we stand before, wants. to have a relationship with everyone. When we have a better relationship with Him, then we have a better relationship with everyone else around us. In order to have a true spiritual relationship, we must have a relationship which brings out the best in ourselves, which allows us to feel at least reasonably happy, and also which is inclusive and not exclusive.

In the Torah portion that we read today, we read about the death of Nodov and Avihu, about the two sons of Aaron who tried to achieve a spiritual relationship by using the wrong means. First of all, they were not committed. They did not want to get married. In order to have any type of relationship, you have to be committed. It cannot be a relationship where you just live with somebody. Un= fortunately, in our day we find so many types of these relationships. So many young women come to see me, especially those who have gotten involved with medical students in our town. Of course, it does not just happen with medical students. I am not picking on them, but they think that the fellow loves them, when actually he is just using them. He has a safe haven from AIDS and someone to do his laundry and take care of him, and when he leaves medical school, he leaves the relationship. too, but these young ladies think there is more to it than that. Just because he is willing to share his bed, they think that he is willing to make a commitment to them. Nodov and Avihu would not make a commitment. This brought out the ;worst in them. They kept saying, “When are these old men going to die so we can take over and do things right?” They also thought they could have a spiritual relationship by drinking alcohol, etc. These will never bring a true spiritual relationship. A spiritual relationship cannot be based upon using other people for your own needs and ends. A true spiritual relationship requires that it bring out the best in you, that you are reasonably happy, and that it includes people rather than excludes everyone.

We all are going to say yizkor in a few moments. On yizkor we are going to remember people who are not with us anymore, but with whom we still have a true spiritual relationship, because these people still mold us and shape us even after they are gone. We still think, “What would my father say if he knew I was going to do this or that?” Or, “How my brother would have loved that joke.” We wish that we could talk with them, be with them, but their personalities are still attached to us. We. have, unfortunately, only a spiritual relationship with them, but we are connected with them. They are still alive in our hearts. These types of relationships you do not gain when you just try to use other people. You only gain them with people whom you are willing to extend yourself for and commit yourself to and who bring out the best within yourself and within them.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Anna. It was April 11, 1945, in Bergen Belsen. The Allies were approaching rapidly to liberate the camp. Everyone had typhus. Anna was burning up. She was wandering around the camp, but somehow in her mind, she felt that if she could reach the top of the mound in the middle of the camp, she would be all right, so she desperately climbed to the top of the mound, and she made it there. Then she cried in a prayer, “Oh, Father, help me. Help me. I know you are in the camp someplace. Help me. Help me.” All of a sudden she felt her father’s hand caressing her forehead, just the same say he used to do on Friday night when he blessed her right before he made kiddush. And what is the blessing he used to bless her with? “May the L‑rd bless you and keep you. May the L-rd shine His countenance upon you and be gracious unto you. May the L-rd lift up His countenance to you and give you peace.” This time her father did not bless her. This time her father said, “Hang on, Anna. Hang on. In a few days it will be all right.” On April 15, the Allies liberated Bergen Belsen, and they found Anna barely alive, and they took her to a hospital where she spent several months recuperating. When she got well enough to leave the hospital, she wanted to go back to Bergen Belsen to see if maybe her father was alive. Maybe she could find some clues as to where her father could be found. She came into Bergen Belsen and she noticed that the mound that she had climbed was actually a mass grave where all the Jews had been killed the last weeks of the war. Among these was her father. She had been praying and calling for her father on his grave. Because of this type of relationship that she had with him, he answered her. He gave her comfort and solace even when he was gone. As we think of all those who are gone today when we say yizkor, let us remember that they are still giving us comfort and solace because they had spiritual relationships with us. May we establish these types of relationships with our family and with our friends and especially with Hashem so that we may truly have meaningful and good lives in the year ahead. Amen.

G‑d Can Help and Wants Us to Help Him

Life is filled with mystery. We do not know where we came from, and we do not know exactly where we are going. We have all felt, though, that there is more to life than ourselves, that we live for something beyond ourselves, that we do not just live for ourselves alone. We have all had intimations of immortality. We have all had dreams or experiences of those who have gone on. We all know that life is more than what it seems to be. Many times, we have been inspired. Where did our inspiration come from? One of our greatest proofs for G‑d is inspiration. Two equally gifted scientists can be working on the same problem. One can get an idea and the other does not. Where do ideas come from? We also know that in life we make most of our decisions based on intuition. We cannot know all the facts, and therefore, we do things on the basis of feel. We feel that things are right or not right when we come to make certain types of decisions. After all, the biggest decisions we make in our life, we make not based upon solid fact but upon intuition — for example, whom we are going to marry. We do not interview two billion of the other sex in order to determine who our spouse should be. When we choose an occupation, we do not write the Department of Labor a letter asking for the 500 occupations listed in the United States. Instead, we feel we want to marry this one or go into this occupation. According to the Kaballah, this is the gift that, in a sense, comes from G‑d. Why are some of us born talented and some of us are not? Where do the ideas many of us passionately believe in come from? There is much mystery in life.

That is why shuls are filled to capacity on Kol Nidre. We all know that there is something beyond ourselves. We all know that we are going to be held accountable for how we live, what we have done with our talents, what we have done with the inexplicable things of life. Why is it that although we do recognize that there is mystery in life, that life is not all cut and dried? So many of us fail to practice Judaism throughout the year. It is true that in the last 200 years since the Age of Enlightenment, man has tried to suppress the mystery of life, has tried to consider it as by definition nonexistent. We are afraid of the mystery of life, and therefore, we push it into the corner and do not want to recognize it. Why is it, though, that modern man especially does not want to recognize the mystery of life?

It seems to me that there are three special acts that happen on Yom Kippur, and they tell us why it is that modern man does not want to recognize life’s mystery, why modern man has such a hard time with religion. The Kohen Godol enters into the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. He does this with a censer, a censer that clouds his vision. It is a very strange thing to do on Yom Kippur, because we Jews have always believed in democracy, but the Temple was so structured that not very many people could enter it. The Israelites could go just so far. The Kohanim could go a little bit further, but not all the way, and the Kohen Godol could only go into the Holy of Holies once a year. This speaks about the fact that in life there are certain things that we can never know, that man is limited. We must recognize our limitations. Modern man does not want to recognize any limitations. He wants to feel that man can do everything, that everything is possible, and therefore, he has a hard time with religion. It is not true that the Jewish religion does not have beliefs. It does not have a creed, but it has beliefs. Similarly, the United States does not have a creed, but it does have beliefs. It is true we have a Pledge of Allegiance, but that is not a creed. When the United States was formed, it was formed on the basis of democracy. Democracy, if you really examine it carefully, is an illogical idea. After all, a drunk on Main Street has the same vote as an educated political science professor who knows all the issues and all the candidates, yet, the drunk has the same vote as this educated professor. How is this possible? In fact, Thomas Carlyle in England, when they introduced universal suffrage, wrote an essay entitled “Over Niagara,” saying this is an absurd thing, and actually it is absurd if you look at it in a logical way, but we believe in democracy. We believe that everyone has a right to vote. Judaism has always believed in democracy. Rabbis have always had to be elected by the people, much to the chagrin of many rabbis. In fact, some people in the West have asked, where did the West get the idea of democracy? They actually got it from the Jews since in the Middle Ages, democracy was nonexistent in Europe. It is true that the United States does not have a creed, but it does have a series of beliefs.

It is true, too, that in Judaism we do not have a binding creed, but we do have beliefs. We believe that G‑d is the Creator, that G‑d is the Revealer, and that G‑d is the Redeemer. We say this over and over in our prayers. The first two prayers before the Shma speak about G‑d the Creator and G‑d. the Revealer, and the last prayer after the Shma speaks of G‑d the Redeemer. In order to be a believing Jew, you have to believe that you need G‑d’s help, you gave to believe that G‑d can help, and you have to believe that G‑d wants us to help. These are the beliefs that are hard for modern man to agree to. Man does not think that he needs anybody. He thinks he can do it all alone, that he is not limited in any way. This, of course, is not true. When we all face death, we know that we are limited. We know that we cannot do everything that we want to do. Modern man likes to fool himself, likes to believe that everything is possible. It is interesting to note that the rich are much less religious generally than the poor. This is hard to understand. After, all the rich have been blessed by G‑d. They should be very thankful to G‑d for all that He has given them, but they are not as religious as the poor. What is the reason for this? It seems to me that the reason is that the rich want to claim all the credit for themselves. They claim that they are self-made, that they did it all themselves. They do not need to give credit to G‑d for what they have accomplished. The poor, on the other hand, do not want to take credit for their poverty. They say that G‑d must have made them poor for a reason, so therefore, they are more religious.

In life, things are not simple. Even today, modern science is teaching us that there are limits to knowledge. When we start speaking about black holes, you are speaking about the limits of knowledge. In a university today, if you have a science student and a liberal arts student, the science student is more likely to be religious because science now speaks about constructs and models and not about reality. Science recognizes that we cannot even know something clearly because the very act of observing it, changes it. Therefore, there are limits to man and limits to knowledge. We all need G‑d’s help, and that is why people come to shul to pray, because we all need G‑d’s help. Unfortunately, there are many people who do not come to shul to pray because they do not feel that they need G‑d’s help. We in America today have the most beautiful synagogues that have ever existed in Jewish history, yet, by and large, they are empty because they were not built to pray to G‑d. The synagogues were built in order to impress the goyim. In fact, I remember someone coming to me a few months ago and saying, “You know, Rabbi, I had the best compliment I ever had in my whole life.” I asked what it was. The person, who does not belong to our shut, but another shut, said, “You know, I brought my Christian friend to the temple and he told me it was just like his church.” This person was so pleased. Unfortunately, that’s why many of our Jewish people build synagogues — to impress their goyishe friends, not to pray to G‑d. We Jews have nothing to be ashamed of. Our rituals and services are beautiful. We are not against women. In fact, I do not know why any Jew should feel inferior. Up until 100 years ago it was legal in England for a man to beat his wife, as long as he did not beat her with a stick bigger than his thumb. That was called the rule of the thumb.

Yom Kippur is not only the day of forgiveness, the day which celebrates the time when Moshe Rabbeinu came down with the second tablets to the Jewish people and told them G‑d had forgiven them for the sin of the golden calf. Yom Kippur is also the anniversary of the day of Abraham’s bris. Judaism also says that G‑d can help. Not only do we need G‑d’s help, but G‑d can help. We are in a relationship with G‑d. We are called upon to be G‑d’s partner in creation to help Him perfect this world. We are given talents to use in a positive and a right way. We have responsibilities. It is no accident that the bris was a symbol of this covenant. Jews are supposed to be sexually pure. Jews are supposed to act in a responsible manner. We are not supposed to act in a foolish manner. We are supposed to start to perfect the world by perfecting ourselves. This applies to women, too. After all, that is what the hymen is all about. When the covenant was given to Abraham, it was so that we should help G‑d in perfecting the world. Not only do we need G‑d’s help, but G‑d can help and we can rely on Him. It is sometimes difficult to understand how G‑d helps. There is so much injustice in the world, but in the long run, G‑d does help. We do not always understand how He helps. Perhaps it is like the laws of science, too, where on a sub-atomic level, all the scientific laws are probabilities, like the weather report, 50 percent chance it will rain. On a macro level, the laws of Newton seem to hold sway. There seems to be straight cause and effect, but in human affairs we seem to be working on a sub-atomic level. We do not know exactly how G‑d’s justice works, but in the long sweep of history we know that it does work. G‑d does help. G‑d gives us the strength and the courage to overcome our problems. One day a woman came to me and said, “Rabbi, you are a fraud.” I said, “Thank you very much. Why am I a fraud?” She said, “Because I sent a 25 dollar donation to the shul for you to make a misheberach and my parents did not get well.” Religion is not magic. We cannot force G‑d to do anything. We believe that G‑d does help. He helps in His own way, and we know that not only do we need G‑d’s help, but G‑d helps us. We know, too, that we are called upon to help Him make this a better world. By assuming responsibility, we make this world a better world.

People are not religious today because many of them cannot believe that they need G‑d’s help and many people cannot believe that G‑d does help, and others are not religious because they believe that it requires too much for them to be G‑d’s partner in creation, that they have to sacrifice all of life, that they have to sacrifice being a man or woman in order to follow the straight and the narrow. This, of course, is not true. By being a religious person, you actually increase your life and make it richer and fuller. As I have spoken about before, limits enhance life. They do not detract from life. We all know that today from dieting, that if a person eats as much as he wants and gets fat, he gets sick and dies earlier, cannot enjoy life, cannot go places and do things because he is too heavy. So, limiting your food intake actually increases life. Of course, we are not talking about limiting it so much that you become anorexic, but limits actually add to life. They do not detract from life. Modern man has a hard time understanding this. In fact, a woman came to me a month ago and said, “Rabbi, I am never going to speak to you again!” I asked why she was not going to speak to me again. She said, “Because you sent my son to yeshiva. I would rather that he became a dope addict because now he cannot be a man. Now he will not be able to enjoy life.” I tried to explain to her that this was not so, but she turned away from me and would not talk to me. She has not talked to me since, but she is wrong. Anyone who has attended a Chassidic wedding, a religious wedding, knows the joy and the happiness that you find by leading a religious life. You do not destroy your manhood or your womanhood. You do not destroy the great opportunities in life that are out there for you. You enhance them. You build them. You make them better.

That is, of course, what the Kohen Godol does when he makes the confession for the whole people on Yom Kippur, where he says that the people have sinned and transgressed and rebelled against G‑d and says that G‑d should forgive us for these sins. It is hard to understand this confession. How can he say, “O Lord, Thy people, the House of Israel, have transgressed and sinned against Thee. O L-rd, forgive the sins and iniquities and transgressions which Thy people, the House of Israel, committed in Thy sight. As it is written in the Torah by Thy servant, Moses, ‘On this day shall atonement be made for you to purify you from all your sins before the Lord.’?” How can the Kohen Godol confess the sins of the people? When you confess a sin, it is your own sin that you are confessing. You are trying to make yourself better. How can the Kohen Godol confess the sins of the people? And, what’s more, what kind of confession is that? He does not say the people will not do it again. He does not say the people are sorry, but what he is saying here is, “I am bringing the Korban.” He makes this confession when he is going to to bring the sacrifice of the people. The sacrifice really stood for the people. The sacrifice was the people. When you brought a Korban, you were really bringing, in a certain sense, yourself. What the Kohen Godol is saying is, “G‑d, I am bringing all of the people to You, with all their emotions, with all their intellect. G‑d, sometimes they miss the mark. Sometimes they sin, but I want You to know that they want to serve You with all their being. G‑d, You promised to purify them so that they could serve You with all their being, that they could serve you with all their emotions, with their intellect, with their passion.” Of course, that is what halacha means — to serve G‑d in the right way. In Judaism, we do not say that any passion is evil or wrong, only if it is done in the wrong way and at the wrong time. G‑d gave us our intellect and our emotions to serve Him. It is not required that you squelch them, that you deny them in order to serve G‑d.

That, of course, is one of the reasons why the rabbis say we have three ovos, three fathers. Abraham stressed G‑d the Creator. He showed man that there are limits to his knowledge and limits to what he can do. Yitzchak showed man that G‑d can help. G‑d helps us. Even though Yitzchak was not a very active man, he was a passive man, G‑d helped him in every situation. Jacob taught us that G‑d wants us to help Him. Jacob acted in history. Yaacov created a family. Yaacov showed us all how we can help G‑d make this a better world by starting with our family. On this Yom Kippur, we confess our sins. We talk about “chait.” We talk about “ovon.” We talk about “peshah.” “Chait” means “to miss the mark.” Some of us miss the mark by failing to realize that we need G‑d, that we need His help. Some of us sin by failing to realize that G‑d can help us. We do not have to cheat and do bad things to make it in this world. Some of us sin by rebelling against the Jewish mission of reaching out and helping others. That is what “peshah” is — a rebellion. In Judaism we believe that the only way you can really find yourself is by attaching yourself to others, by assuming responsibility in the world, by trying to perfect the world, by being a good father, a good husband, a good human being, by being there to help others when you can, when you are needed. It is not by getting into yourself that you find happiness and perfection. Self-actuating, self-determining, selfishness, adds only to despair. We see that among so many people, movie stars and businessmen who seem to have everything. They commit suicide. They get on drugs. They do things that totally destroy them. Why? Because they do not realize that life’s mystery cannot be solved that way.

On this Yom Kippur, when we feel life’s mystery close to us, let us realize that we can practice the Jewish religion, that we can believe that we need G‑d, that G‑d helps, and that G‑d wants us to help Him. Let us all hope and pray that we will truly act on these beliefs so that we will be worthy of a Shana Tova.

SUCCOS

Don’t Hide Your Problems

On Succos we know we all go outside and eat in the Succah. The Succah is a but which has branches for its roof. The rabbis tell us that all natural material can be used to make the “S’chach,” or roof, of the Succah. We know that we have to be able to see the stars when we look through the S’chach and that rain must come into the Succah, but the S’chach can be made from natural materials. The rabbis tell us they used to use the stalks left over in the fields when they harvested the grain, and they used to put it on top of the Succah. In fact, we cannot use anything that is man-tampered with (for example, wood that has been varnished or shellacked), but you can use any type of “Pesoles,” any type of material which is really secondary, left over material you normally would not use. That is the type of material that must be on top of the Succah. In fact, the rabbis say that if you make a Succah and have S’chach on it permanently all year, the Succah would not be any good. It has to “Taaseh V’Lo Min Asui.” You have to make this S’chach for that Succah every year. You cannot even use S’chach that is ready-made and put on there from previous years. For example, if certain Succahs had bamboo wood on top of the Succah, you could theoretically leave it there all year. But the Succah would not be kosher. What’s more, we also know that if you had an arbor with vines covering the top of the arbor, and if you snipped the bottom of the vines, that would not be a kosher Succah either. You must, in order to have a kosher Succah, put the S’chach on there after you have built the Succah, and that “Pesoles Meehagoren Umin Hayekev” — “Pesoles from the grainery and vat” is what is used to make the roof of the Succah. Why should it be that we used this unfinished, secondary material to make the roof of the Succah? Why don’t we use the decorated branches, the branches we have painted or decorated for the Succah? Instead, you are supposed to use natural material that is really secondary and left over, which you wouldn’t use for anything else, as the top of your Succah. What’s more; why is it that on Shabbos we don’t take the Lulav and Esrog and shake them? There must be a deeper reason than the reason that we are afraid that we would carry the Lulav and Esrog on Shabbos. It is true that is a reason, but what is the philosophical reason we don’t take the Lulav and Esrog on Shabbos?

You know that the Succah represents our position in the world. We human beings are really insecure in the world. One earthquake or tidal wave or hurricane will destroy everything we have built. We live on the edge of security. We try to pretend that everything in life is secure, but it really isn’t. Each of us has problems. Who knows who will be sick next year? Who knows what problems will come our way? The Torah tells us we should be happy. On Succos, it says, “V’Somachto” — “And you shall be happy,” and it mentions happiness three times. This is a holiday of great happiness. Even though we know that the leaves will fall off the trees and it will get cold soon, we are still happy. We are happy because we know that G‑d will help us overcome all our problems.

That’s why we are to take the secondary things, the things that normally we would throw away, the things we submerge and bury and get rid of, and put them on top of the Succah. This secondary material, this garbage that usually we wouldn’t have anything to do with, symbolizes our problems. We should all take our problems and put them, so to speak, on top of the Succah so we can see through them and see the stars. We can see that G‑d will help us overcome these problems. What we are supposed to do is take our own garbage, the things we would rather not have and think about and rather not be concerned about, and not hide them or submerge them, but put them on top of our concerns and say, “G‑d, see my garbage. Help me overcome my problems. Help me overcome the things I would rather throw away and not use.” G‑d has assured us that He will, that if we do not hide our problems, but face them, with His help, we will be able to overcome them all.

That is also, of course, what the Lulav and Esrog stand for. They stand for man’s weaknesses, for man’s problems. The rabbis say the Esrog is actually the fruit that Adam and Eve ate, the forbidden fruit. We don’t say in our tradition that it was an apple. The rabbis disagree about what it was. Some say it was an Esrog, some say it was a fig, some say it was wheat, some say it was grapes, but many say it was the Esrog. We can take our problems and turn them into challenges. We can turn them from deficiencies into things which allow us to grow and which allow us to expand our horizons and which allow us to be better people. There is nothing in life which we cannot learn from, which we cannot make into a positive experience. We cannot make all experiences a joyful experience because, of course, there are death and mourning, but we can change our mourning into a positive experience by allowing us to become closer to the other members of our families, by allowing us to appreciate what we have and whom we have and trying to relate better to them. All of us have problems in life, but we should look at them in a positive way and not a negative way. We should try to always overcome our problems by looking at them as challenges, things to be overcome to make us better people and not as things to destroy us and cause us to become depressed and depressing people. What we need to do is. take our problems and overcome them and raise them up high and not submerge them, not try to hide them, but try to put them in the light of the day and see the stars through them, see that G‑d is there to help us overcome them.

The Lulav, too, is just a bunch of sticks, basically, and it, too, stands for the problems that we all face. The rabbis explain that each part of the Lulav stands for the deficiencies that people have. Some people do good deeds and do not know how to talk nicely, some people talk nicely and do not do good deeds, and some people have neither of these qualities. On Shabbos, we do not take the Lulav and Esrog because on Shabbos we are not concerned about problems. On Shabbos, we are already, so to speak, in Gan Eden. We have a taste of the world to come. Shabbos is the time when we sit back and enjoy what we have and appreciate our family and what we have. We push aside our problems. We don’t think about them. On the weekdays, the other days of the holidays, we do think about our problems. Succos is to teach us that we are to overcome our problems by realizing that G‑d is there to help us and not hide and submerge our problems, but to take our garbage and put it on the roof, on high places, so that we will be able to face the problems with G‑d’s help and overcome them.

I am reminded of the story of a poor woman who had five children. When she came home, all she had was four potatoes. She didn’t know what to do. How could she feed her children? If she gave each child one potato, one child would not have anything to eat. One child said, “Mommy, don’t worry. Let’s make mashed potatoes and we can all eat.” It is our job to take our problems and transform them into positive experiences and to remember that G‑d is always there to help us. Don’t submerge your garbage. Bring it to the fore and try to solve your problems and not avoid them and remember G‑d will always try to help you.

The Holidays, G‑d and Redemption

On the first two days of Succos, we read the same Torah portion. This seems very strange because usually on the first two days of a holiday, we have different Torah readings. It is also very strange which Torah reading is chosen for the first two days of Succos. It is a Torah reading from the Torah portion Emor in the Book of Leviticus, which speaks about all the Jewish holidays. It starts out with Shabbos and then speaks about Pesach and Shavuos, Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, and finally it talks about Succos. Succos has only a few lines devoted to it, actually at-the end of the very last aliyah. It seems strange that this is the Torah portion that has been chosen for both days of Succos. We could understand, maybe, if it was chosen for just the second day of Succos, but there are so many other things in the Torah that we could read concerning Succos. Why is it that we read what we read, and why do we repeat it?

What’s more, the Haphtorah that we read for the first day of Succos comes from the Book of Zechariah, and in it we learn about a war, a terrible war, which we hope and pray has already occurred, where Jerusalem is divided. Let us hope and pray that this war that was predicted was Israel’s War of Independence in 1948. In this war, predicted by the prophet; it looks as though even atomic weapons are to be used because it says, “Their flesh shall waste away while they are standing on their feet. Their eyes shall waste away in. their sockets, and their tongue shall waste away in their mouth.” At the end of the war, those nations that survive will come up and will celebrate Succos. It is hard to understand why we should choose a Haphtorah which deals with war on Succos, which is considered the most joyous time in the Jewish calendar. The Torah says three times that you shall rejoice on Succos. On no other holiday are we urged to rejoice as we are on Succos. What’s more, at the end of Mussaf, we circle the synagogue, and say, “Hoshanna” — “Save us, G‑d, save us.” What has this to do with joy and happiness?

Perhaps we can understand why we read the Torah portion we do and the Haphtorah we do and say Hoshanna if we realize that Succos is really the culmination of all the Jewish holidays. Succos completes the Jewish view of the world. On Pesach, we celebrate physical liberty. On Shavuos, the day we received the Torah, we celebrate cultural liberty. On Succos, we celebrate personal liberty, the fact that we do not have to be slaves to our appetites. After all, who is a greater slave than one who is addicted to drugs or alcohol or food or fads or something outside himself? If a person cannot just say no to the demands his bodily or psychological urges make upon him, then he truly is a slave.

Pesach is the holiday which tells us that G‑d controls nature. Abraham found G‑d through the study of nature. We refer to our G‑d as the G‑d of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob because each of these patriarchs found G‑d in a special way. Abraham found G‑d in nature. On Pesach, we see how nature must bend to the will of G‑d. We have ten plagues, the splitting of the Red Sea, etc. G‑d can affect nature and change nature if He wants to. He need not and many times He will not, but He can do it if He wants. We are not slaves to pagan gods, each of whom controls any one natural force. G‑d controls all natural forces.

Shavuos teaches us that G‑d is the G‑d of individuals, that G‑d wants a relationship with us. That is why He gave us the Torah. Yitzchak found G‑d in his inner life. He taught us that G‑d speaks to us directly, that each of us can have a personal relationship with G‑d. Yitzchak was not concerned very much about the outside world. In fact, when he was attacked and maligned, he just withdrew.

Thirdly, there is a G‑d of history, and that is where Jacob found G‑d. Jacob, through his trials and tribulations, found that G‑d acts in history. G‑d acts in the affairs of man. G‑d is not just the G‑d of nature, and G‑d is not just the G‑d of the individual, but G‑d is also the G‑d of history. There are other religions that say that G‑d is, the G‑d of nature or the G‑d of history or both, but they do not think that G‑d has any special relationship with man. This type of G‑d is the G‑d of communism. That is why communism says it is no good to pray to G‑d because G‑d takes no cognizance of individuals and is only concerned about the laws of nature and the laws of history. We in Judaism believe that G‑d is the G‑d of nature, the G‑d of the individual, and the G‑d of history, that if troubles come upon us, we need not fear because G‑d controls the whole universe. Although many times it is very hard to understand why troubles come upon us, we ultimately have faith that eventually in the days of the Messiah, we will understand why these troubles have come upon us. Now we are able to experience great joy because we know that nothing is random, nothing is purposeless, that if we indeed suffer, we suffer for a reason. We are suffering for Thee, O G‑d. We are suffering for G‑d. Sometimes it is very difficult to bear the different kinds of suffering that we have to endure. After all, we are all going to die. We are all going to cause sadness to those we leave behind. There are going to be pain and sickness, but we know we can overcome everything because G‑d is in control, and G‑d does things for His own purposes, and these purposes are ultimately good.

That, of course, is why we say Hoshanna, “Save us, G‑d.” This is a command. This is not just a statement. G‑d has a responsibility to us. G‑d will see to it that the Jewish people exist until the end of history. We will be able to overcome all problems. We will be able to overcome disease. We will eventually be able to have a perfect world, a world in which there will be peace and harmony. That is why in the Haphtorah, we learn about the war against Israel. These wars will cease. Eventually, all the peoples of the world will come up and will celebrate Succos, because they will realize, too, that the G‑d who can be found in nature, man or history, wants us all to live in brotherhood and harmony and peace and love.

That is, too, why Succos comes when the year is turning. In the northern climes especially, the cold has already descended. There have already been a few frosts. The leaves are beginning to fall from the trees. We know that a hard winter is. going to set in. We know that there are going to be the vicissitudes of life, but so what? We can overcome them. We will overcome them. We as individuals will be able to face anything that is thrown our way, and even though he may slay us, as the Psalmist said, it will still be for a reason, for a purpose, and as a people we will be able to overcome. Our people will survive and eventually world history will achieve peace and harmony. It may take a long time, but Judaism is an optimistic religion. Of all the religions in the world, we are the most optimistic because we believe that things will get better, that G‑d has a plan for this world, that G‑d is going to make this world better. We Jewish people have been able to exist as Jews because we have had this dream, this dream of a better world, this dream of a better future for our children, and therefore, we are joyful. No matter what comes our way individually, eventually the world is going to be perfected. That, of course, is why there are so many Messianic overtones to the holiday of Succos. Yes, all the holidays are tied together. Pesach teaches us that G‑d is the G‑d of nature; Shavuos teaches us that G‑d is the G‑d of the individual and is concerned about individuals and wants to have a relationship with individuals; and Succos teaches us that G‑d is the G‑d of history, that eventually all the problems of the world are going to be overcome, that the Mashiach is going to come and the world will be perfected under the reign of the Almighty. Yes, it is a powerful dream, and we should never give up on this dream. May it come true quickly in our day. Amen.

The Patriarchs, Matriarchs and the Lulav

The lulav and the esrog stand for many things. We teach the children in school that the esrog stands for a person’s heart, that the palm stands for a man’s spine; that the willow stands for a man’s lips, and that the myrtle stands for a man’s eyes. This is to teach us that we must serve G‑d with all the parts of our body all the time. The rabbis also explain that the esrog and the lulav stand for Jewish unity, that we need all Jews, no matter whether they have learning or deeds. The esrog stands for Jews who have both learning and deeds. The palm stands for Jews who have good deeds but no learning, who sometimes do not know how to speak right, talk right. The myrtle stands for Jews who talk right, but they do not have any deeds, and the willow stands for Jews who have neither good deeds or learning, but we need all Jews, and therefore, we bundle them together. We must make sure that all Jews are treated well because we need all Jews.

There is another explanation, though, found in the Medrash for what the lulav and esrog represent. They say in the Medrash that the esrog represents Abraham and Sarah, that the palm represents Yitzchak and Rivka, that the myrtle represents Yaacov and Leah, and that the willow represents Rachel and Yosef. Why is it-that the rabbis have chosen these, the ovos and eemos, plus Yosef, the fathers and mothers of Judaism, plus Yosef, to be representative of the lulav and the esrog? After all, we also have the seven guests whom we invite into the succah. We have Abraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Yosef, Moshe, Aaron, and David, whom we invite into the succah, and we tell them that we want them to come because of the different characteristics that they have, but when it comes to the lulav, we do not include Moshe and Aaron and David. We just include Abraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Sarah, Rivka, Rachel, Leah, and Yosef. Why should this be so?

It seems to me that what the lulav and esrog are teaching is something very important for Jewish survival. Abraham and Sarah represent Jewish values and ideals. That is why they represent the esrog. The esrog, the rabbis teach us, must have three characteristics in order to be an esrog. The Torah is not precise when it speaks about what type of fruit the esrog must be. It just says, “a beautiful fruit of the tree.” The rabbis explain that the esrog must have three characteristics: one, the bark of the esrog must taste like its fruit; two, it must grow by water and need water; third, the esrog must blossom and bloom and produce fruit all year. The esrog tree is perennial. We all know that in Judaism, “Mayim” stands for not only “water” but Torah. The esrog stands for Jewish values. It stands for people. who have within them the capacity to appreciate Torah and to spread Torah. It stands for people who will imbue their children with the ideals of Torah. They continually produce fruit because their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren stay Jews. These people not only spout good ideals but they actually practice their ideals. That is what Abraham and Sarah stood for. They were the beginning of the Jewish line. That’s why Abraham is known as Ivri. he was on one side and everybody else was on the other side. He and Sarah produced a Jewish home which was able to produce Yitzchak, and from him, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, because their home was built on Jewish ideals. But believing Jewish ideals is not enough. In our day and age, we have many Jews who are good Jews. They give a lot of money to charity. They will do anything for Judaism except practice it. To them, Judaism has wonderful ideals and it is a wonderful way of life, but they do not practice it.

The other parts of the lulav teach us how to practice Judaism. Believing in Jewish ideals is great and fine, but Judaism cannot survive by belief alone. It must be practiced in life. The lulav teaches us what qualities we need in order to practice it. That is why when we make the blessing over the lulav and esrog, we bless only on the lulav, because ideals are not enough. We also must have those qualities which allow us to implement Jewish ideals. What are these qualities? The palm stands for Yitzchak and Rivka because Yitzchak and Rivka knew what sacrifice was about. Unless you are willing to sacrifice for Judaism, it cannot survive. You have to sacrifice by the giving of your time, your effort, and your energies. You cannot just write a check and expect Judaism to survive. You have. to sacrifice for it. There are certain things you cannot eat and certain things you cannot do. You have to be willing to be with your children. You have to sacrifice your ambition many times. Yitzchak was willing to sacrifice himself. Rivka, too, loved Yaacov, her son, very much, but she was willing to sacrifice the pleasure of his company in order for Judaism to survive. She sent him away to Mesopotamia, and according to certain rabbis, she never saw him again.

The second quality which is necessary is symbolized by the myrtle and is personified by Yaacov and Leah. It is the desire to have a family. A myrtle’s overlapping leaves signify family. Yaacov and Leah supported family values. They knew that family and children were important. They were willing to spend time with their children. They did not look on children as a curse which takes away your energy and stops you from developing yourself. How Yaacov mourned for Yosef and didn’t want to lose Benjamin. How Leah had mercy on her sister Rachel and prayed that she might have Benjamin. To them, family was considered a blessing and children were the greatest blessing.

The third element which is necessary is symbolized by the willow and is personified by Rachel and Yosef, and is the ability to be different, the ability to stand out, even in an alien environment, to be proud of your Jewish heritage. A willow always stands out. When Yosef was brought from prison before Pharaoh, it was said about him that he was a Hebrew. He never denied it. He was proud of his past, even though he had just come out of prison. Because of this, the rabbis say, Yosef was buried in Israel. Why wasn’t Moshe buried in Israel? Moshe, who led the Jewish people out of Egypt, could not go into the land of Israel, but why wasn’t he buried in the land of Israel? The rabbis answer, because when he left Egypt and he helped the daughters of Jethro, he did not correct them when they said that he was an Egyptian. He was not proud enough of his Jewish heritage. He did not want to stand out, and therefore, he was not worthy to be buried in the land of Israel. Rachel, too, was one who was proud of her Jewish heritage. She was willing to be different. She was willing even to give her special signs that she had arranged with Yaacov to her sister, Leah, so she would not be embarrassed. She was also one who had the courage to stand out and to be different. When her father was worshipping idols, she had the courage to stand against him. She was a courageous person.

In order for Judaism to survive, we must be willing to sacrifice, we must be willing to concentrate on family, and we must have courage. Unless we have these things, then the ideals of Judaism, as personified by the esrog, will never come to be. We must have these qualities if we want Judaism to survive. Unfortunately, today there are many Jewish leaders who do not understand this. They do not require these of the Jewish people. They think you can have Judaism without sacrifice, without family, without courage. You cannot. When they talk that way, they are talking like politicians-Politicians promise the people everything without work, sacrifice, taxes. This is impossible.

I am reminded of the story of a politician, a banker, and a grocery man who were taking a trip when their car broke down. They stopped at a house and asked if they could be put up for the night. The farmer said he could only put two of them at the house, but he could put one of them in the barn. He told them there was a terrible smell in the barn, though. The banker said, “Well, I don’t mind. I’ll go out there.” The banker stayed for half an hour and just could not stay there. He knocked on the door and the others let him in, and the grocer said, “Oh, I’m used to smells. I’ll go stay out there.” He stayed half an hour and could not stand it either. He came back and knocked on the door. The politician said, “Oh, okay, I’ll stay there.” The politician stayed there half an hour and they heard a knock on the door, and there were all the animals in front of the house. It is important to remember that Jewish ideals and lauding Jewish ideals and talking about Jewish ideals are important, but more important than lauding Jewish ideals is implementing them with courage, with emphasis on family and with sacrifice. If we do these things, we can rest assured that Judaism and Jews will last forever.

SHMINI ATZERES

Good Deeds Come Back

In a little while we will be saying yizkor. We will remember those who have gone on before us. We always say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres, at least according to the Ashkenazic rite. Why, though, according to the Ashkenazic rite do we say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres? Shmini Atzeres is also Yom Simchaseinu, the Day of our Joy.

The other unique thing about Shmini Atzeres is that we pray for rain. “We remind ourselves of the strength of rain.” It seems that Shmini Atzeres was chosen as a day upon which to say yizkor because on this day we pray for rain. People do not realize that from now on, in the Shmone Esre when we pray for rain by adding the phrase, “making the wind to blow and the rain to fall,” we add this phrase in the second paragraph of the Shmone Esre which deals actually with the revival of the dead. The revival of the dead is one of the basic concepts of Judaism. It is listed in the 13 articles of faith of Maimonides. We believe that man has a soul, that G‑d breathed into Adam the soul of life, that the spirit returns to G‑d Who created it. Each of us is eternal. Judaism does not believe that when a man’s life ends, he ends. Man’s life continues to bless us and continues in its existence by returning to G‑d. The soul is immortal. The rabbis, say that after the Messiah comes, the dead will be revived in order that they can see how the good they did during this world had an effect, that they who had a hand in perfecting the world will see this perfection. Maimonides says that at the time of the Messiah, the dead will be revived. They will see how the world is perfected, and then they will once again return to where they were before, to heaven, to the place where all the souls go when they return to G‑d. Each of us is in a sense unique and special. Each of us makes his contributions to this world and dies, but our soul never dies. It continues on. We are different from other religions because we do not stress what happens after death. We do not have road maps, but we believe with perfect faith that G‑d takes care of those who die. We also do not stress the afterlife because we say that it is our job in this world to perfect this world, but we do not deny the afterlife, either. There are certain religions which tell people they should bear all the suffering that comes their way and not try to change anything because it will be better for them in the afterlife. We, of course, do not believe that. We believe man was not born to suffer and man should end as much suffering as possible in this life.

If we look at the prayer for rain, we will see that in this prayer for rain, we talk about Abraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Moshe, Aaron, and the 12 tribes who will cross the Red Sea, but it is different from those honored guests we invite into our succah. The honored guests whom we invite into the succah are Abraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Yosef, Moshe, Aaron, and David. We invite Yosef and David into our succah, but we do not mention them when we have the prayer for rain. Why should this be so?

We know that rain is special and unique. Rain revives the land. The land could be dead. In fact, around Houston now, we have not had rain for quite a few weeks, and the grass has turned brown and the trees look very wilted and the flowers are wilting, but when rain comes, it revives them. We all know that we are at the edge of winter. Winter is not very severe in Houston, but everything looks dead. All the leaves fall off the trees, the ground becomes barren and hard, things look bad, but when the spring rains come, they revive everything and life once again flourishes. This, of course, comes about because rain has a fructifying effect, a reviving effect. Just as G‑d brings rain to fructify the earth again, we believe that G‑d will see to it that the souls of those who have departed keep fructifying the earth, that their memory keeps being a blessing to us who are let behind. But, you know, rain does not just come by itself. Rain is the product of the raising up, lifting up of vapors on high. Bodies of water on earth vaporize and these vapors come up to heaven; and then they form clouds and the clouds bring back reviving rains. That is the same thing in life. In life, too, those who have gone on before us have prepared the ground for us today. They have sent up to heaven, so to speak, wonderful good deeds. They have created beautiful institutions. They have created wonderful systems of charity. They have set up wonderful examples of how to lead family life, wonderful examples of caring and devotion, and that is, of course, why we are here today, because we are the product of this care and devotion. The vapor, so to speak, the good deeds that they sent up to heaven rebound and come down years later when their children and grandchildren and even great-grandchildren take over the reins of power in the world. We remember the examples of those who came before them.

Unfortunately, today in the United States, people are not concerned at all about the past. The past does not seem to have any effect upon them at all. Most people are not even concerned about the future. That is why so many young couples do not want children. All they are concerned about is the here and now, but unfortunately, unless you send up the vapors, you will not have any fructifying rains that come later on. Unless you send up many good deeds, you will not have the type of society that is worthwhile. We all know now that many people are living only in the now. They do not invest at all in the future. This occurs not only in economic life, not only in the national life, where we have gone into such great debt, and we can only hope and pray that the Japanese will continue to buy our bonds. One day, though, the bill will have to be paid. If the vapors do not descend, if the good deeds do not descend, then there will be nothing left to fructify the earth, nothing left for future generations in order to make sure that life continues on a moral and decent plane, where everybody is treated equally and justly. In the United States now it has never happened that so much wealth has been concentrated in so few hands. At one time, Argentina was the fifth greatest economic power in the world, and today it is a basket case, and unless we take care that the wealth is equally distributed, the same thing could happen in America.

Of course, the same thing is happening in our moral life, where mothers: and fathers do not want to be the mothers and fathers of old. They do not want to devote the time and energy and effort to produce good children. All they are interested in is themselves now, their own wants, their own pleasure, their own joys, but they are not interested in sending up mitzvahs, sending up and raising up good children who will bless the world in days to come. We are here because of the wonderful experiences we had when we were youngsters.

We knew and felt our parents’ love. We knew that we could not disappoint them. We knew that we had to be a blessing to humanity because they were such a blessing to us. Yes, when we pray for rain, we mention Abraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Moshe, Aaron, and the 12 tribes who crossed the Red Sea because these people all left such wonderful memories. They all devoted themselves to their families and to the Jewish people. Yosef and David, on the other hand,, are not mentioned because they also aroused so much enmity. The brothers never really got over their hatred of Yosef, and when Yosef was a ruler, they still feared him to the very end. David never seemed to have time for his family. The Torah tells us that David never rebuked his children, and because of that, he paid for it in revolts and in children who went bad. He did not put in the time and energy necessary in order to make sure that his children would grow up to be a blessing to himself and to others and to future generations.

Yes, we say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres because Shmini Atzeres is a holiday for us. A human being has two drives: one, to go out and make his mark on the world, and the other, for intimacy, to have a family where he can be at home and feel comfortable. In fact, usually it is the wife who strives for intimacy and the man strives to go out and make his mark in the world, but each sex needs both drives to be fulfilled. Unfortunately, many Jews today are only interested many times in the world and have forsaken their families. We have forsaken that intimacy which Shmini Atzeres speaks about. Succos is a holiday on which we sacrificed for the whole world, in which we sacrifice 70 bullocks for the whole world, and in which we acknowledge our responsibility to the whole world, but we also have to balance that with a Shmini Atzeres, with a day of intimacy for ourselves. We Jews have gone out and done a yeoman’s job of trying to perfect the world, but sometimes we have forgotten our own soul when we have done it. There is no way that in Judaism, abortion on demand can be justified. Of course, if there is a reason for an abortion, it is allowed in Jewish law. There is no reason that homosexuality can be justified according to Jewish tradition. It is true we are not interested in persecuting homosexuals, but some people confuse tolerance with approval, and we are in danger of losing our own souls. So many young people are raised in homes which do not really show the love and consideration and care for which Jewish homes were famous. Yiddishe mamas are made fun of, but it was Yiddishe mamas who made the brilliant Jewish young men and women who contributed so much to the world. Yes, we need this type of intimacy. Yes, the 12 tribes, when they left Egypt, gathered together in families and made a seder. We have to devote time to our families. We have to devote time to the values that are important to us. So many people do not have time for their children. They do not have time to be with their children. They do not have time for a Shabbos, for a yontif, and because of that, the children-miss so much, and they do not grow the way they should grow, so that they in future years can be the blessing that they should be to the world.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Reb Hirsch Kominetz, who was a brilliant student of Rav Israel Meir Hacohen, the Chofetz Chaim, who lived in the town of Radin. The Chofetz Chaim did not make his living as a rabbi. He owned a little grocery store, but he had a great impact on the whole world because of his books. His book, Chofetz Chaim — Who Wants Life?, teaches us how we interact with people and how we have to guard our tongues and say the right things in the right time and not spread evil gossip about people, etc. He was a great authority. He died in 1933, and his prominent disciple was Reb Hirsch Kominetz, who was always there for everyone, Reb Hirsch Kominetz married just as the war broke out and had a little boy. When the Germans marched into the Lithuanian town of Radin, they quickly made a. ghetto. His house was at the very end of the ghetto. In this house was also a very beautiful young Jewish girl who was cleaning the house of the chief of police in that town, named Kalkosky. Mr. Kalkosky took a fancy to this young girl and one day he told her that the Germans were preparing an action and she and her family had better leave fast. This young girl told Reb Hirsch Kominetz. At the risk of his life, he tried to warn the rest of the community. Then he and his wife and son escaped into the woods. There they lived in a cave. He still pursued his studies, and they. went around to the farmers asking for food. The farmers of Tartar origin were much more generous than Lithuanians. One day this Reb Hirsch went in one direction and his wife went in another direction. His wife and child failed to meet him. He went looking for them and he found that they had been beaten to death by the local farmers. He went back to his cave very disconsolate. A few months later, he was found by Tzvi Michaelowsky, who was the head of the Jewish partisans in the area. He looked gaunt. He looked like the pictures we were later to see of victims of the concentration camps. Every bone of his body was sticking out. Only his bright eyes shone bright. Tzvi asked him what happened. All he could blurt out was, “My wife and child are dead.” Tzvi gave him some food and clothing and boots for the coming winter. At first he refused to take them, because he said, “I do not want to take anything that was forcibly taken from somebody else. Did you steal this? Did you take this from farmers in the neighborhood?” Tzvi said he did not, and only after he assured him would he eat and wear the clothes. He left him there, a man on the edge of starvation, who looked, as Tzvi put it, like those bones which he read about in the Prophet Ezekiel, which will come to life at the end of days, those dry bones. All he could see, though, was his bright eyes. “My wife and child are dead. My wife and child have been murdered.” A few months later, Tzvi came to see how his friend Reb Hirsch was doing. He found his body badly beaten, his skull broken in and his boots and clothing stolen. He looked at him and he cried, “Oh, Reb Hirsch, what’s to become of us?” Battered bodies, the concentration camp of the future years, were embodied in that gaunt frame of Reb Hirsch, but he looked at Reb Hirsch and said, “Reb Hirsch, your wife and child died. You left no descendants, but your works will still be a blessing to mankind. I will make sure that they are never forgotten. Those things that you did for many years in Radin and afterwards will be remembered. You may not have left any children, but you left so many good deeds which will fructify the land and eventually lead this world to be a better place. Your death was not in vain.”

Today when we remember those who went on before us, we should remember that we are what we are and the world is what it is because of their sacrifice, their good deeds. The vapors that are sent to heaven bring the fructifying rains, but not immediately. It takes time. We, too, should make sure that our deeds are such that in future generations, good will come because of what we did, because of the education we gave our children .and grandchildren, and the example we set and the charity we gave and the life we lived. May the memory of all those we remember today always be a blessing, and may we, too, be blessings when it is our time to go. Amen.
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