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The holiday of Shavuos stresses these same lessons. Shavuos is a
holiday which does not have much outward pageantry. It is concerned
mainly with the inner man. In order to celebrate Shavuos properly

we had to have connected Pesach to Shavuos by counting the omer.

We had to have learned that freedom does not mean to do your thing

but to attach yourself to others, that freedom means becoming sensitive
to the needs of others and realizing that your innmer strength comes
from being attached to a people, to a family. It is not the outer
frills that count in life but the inner resources that a person possesses.
These we can only obtain if we are holy. Holiness comes from trying

to release the sparks of G-d which are all over by doing deeds of
loving kindness. In this way we are drawn closer to our fellow man

and to G-d. Holiness is not outer show but an inner feeling. It

comes to those who try their best to put the Torah into practice

in real life by establishing relationships of dignity and respect

with everyone, even the poor and afflicted.
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Many times people have asked me, "Rabbi, if you could define Judaism

in one phrase, how would you define it?" I always answer them with

the phrase, "Be holy." Judaism teaches us that man's prime responsibility
is to imitate those qualities of G-d which enhance and further life,

and that man, when he imitates these qualities, can have a deep relation-

ship with G-d. Judaism teaches us how to be holy.

The word "holy" in modern America has a very derogatory meaning.
People, when they think about the word "holy", usually think about
either hermits who live alone in deserted places or charlatans who

use terms like "holy" to cheat people and give them false hope when
there is no hope. This, of course, is not Judaism's definition of
holiness. The root of the word "holy", in Hebrew "Kadosh", means

"to be separate". It means that we are to separate ourselves from
hatred, from evil, from immorality, etc., but it does not mean that

we are to separate ourselves from other people. In fact, in the

Torah portion called Kedoshim in which Moshe instructed the Jewish
people how to be holy, he changed the way he usually taught the people.
He usually taught the people by first calling in Aaron and teaching
him, and théy by calling in Aaron's sons and teaching them, and finally
by calling in the elders of Israel and teaching them. This time

Moshe assembled all the people together and taught them, men, women,

and children, "B'Hakel - all together in a great assembly'.

We disagree with other religions and philosophies which say that
the highest form of holiness is to live separated from everyone else
just contemplating G-d or the truths of the universe. This, to us,

leads to perversion, not holiness. We believe that in order to be
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holy you have to be attached to people. You have to feel for them,
reach out to them, empathize and sympathize with them. That's why
when Moshe Rabbeinu taught about holiness he instructed all the people
to gather together, men, women, and children, to emphasize the point

that in order to be holy we have to be concerned about everyone.

Too often in our day we find people who are only interested in themselves.
They are not interested in helping anyone else. 1In fact, there are
philosophies put forward by such people as Ayn Rand which say

that you should not have any care and concern about the poor or the
afflicted. You should just concentrate on yourself and expanding

your own power and influence and wealth as much as you cam.

The rabbis teach us that G-d, in order to create this universe, had
to first contract Himself. This is called "Tsimtshud". Before the
world was created everything was G-d. G-d had to make room for the
world. However, after G-d withdrew He left a little of His essence
in everything. These little pieces of His essence are called "Neetzotzim",
‘or “sparks". Every human being has sparks of G-d in him, and every
object has a teeny spark of G-d in it. Every time we human beings
do deeds of loving kindness we release these sparks. We are able

to have a relationship with G-d. We can only have this relationship,
though, if we are willing to do deeds of loving kindness. That's
why Rabbi Akiva said that every morning before we pray we first must
say, '"You shall love your neighbor as yourself" because only if you
love your neighbor as yourself can you have a relationship with

G-d. In order to have a relationship with G-d we first must be able

to have a relationship with man. -
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We all know that in this life there are many problems. G-d has never
promised us that if we will live lives of compassion and decency

and loving kindness that we will not have problems. All He has promised
us is that if we live lives of decency, compassion, and loving kindness
we will be given the strength to overcome our problems, that He will
give us this strength. The best way to overcome our own problems

. otles

is to reach out and try to help people overcome their problems.

We, alone, cannot solve our problems, but when we work together with
others in solving problems, miraculously, our own problems diminish.

We find the strength to wrestle and overcome them. It is not easy

to develop our inner resources because it requires that we learn

how to relate to others. This is a difficult proposition for many
people to accept. They reject Judaism's paradoxical teaching that

the more you concentrate on yourself and your problems, the more

you become alienated, while the more you attach yourself to others

and their problems, the more you find yourself. This point, though,

is emphasized throughout the Torah.

In the Torah portion Behaaloscho we learn how Moshe is ready to give
up. He is overcome with despair. He just cannot take the people's
complaints anymore. Here they are well fed on manna, but they are
complaining that they do not have cucumbers, meloms, leeks, and meat.
He is so upset that he even tells G-d, "Kill me so I will not have
to look on my own wretchedness." G-d does not give Moshe any advice
on how to handle his problems. He just tells him to gather together
70 elders. If Moshe will work with them he will be able to solve

his and the people's problems G-d, in effect, tells him. Alone Moshe
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could not bear his problems, but when he shared them with others

he was able to overcome them. By working with the council of 70

he got the necessary strength in order to solve his problems. The
rabbis tell us that when G-d told Moshe to create the council of

70 Moshe's own powers were neither decreased or increased. It was
his sharing his problems with others and their sharing their problems
with him which enabled him to get the necessary strength he lacked
before to solve his problems. From now on we never hear about Moshe
complaining about his problems. He no longer feels that he does

not have the inner strength to deal with life and its problems.

Because he has learned to work with others to solve his and their

problems, G-d has given him all the strength he needs to overcome.

The rabbis go even further and say that unless a person can relate

to others he cannot love G-d. Unless a person can have a relationship
with other human beings, he cannot have a relationship with G-d.
That's why Rabbi Akiva says that "You should love your neighbor as
yourself - I am G-d" is the most important principle in the Torah.

Ben Azai disagrees with Rabbi Akiva and says the most important priaciple
in the Torah is the sentence which says, "This is the book of the
generations of Adam." The rabbis ask, why does Ben Azai disagree

with Rabbi Akiva? The answer they give is because the statement

that "You should love your meighbor as yourself" could be misinter-
preted and could seem to mean that you should only love people you
know but not people you do not know, not strangers. Ben Azai came

and taught us that you must love everyone, even strangers, even people

you do not know. In order to be holy we must be concerned with everyone.
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Throughout the Torah we are taught that we must take care of the
poor and the stranger and the widow and the orphan. Unfortunately,
today in our community we are too much concerned about freeloaders.
We make it too hard for the poor to be helped. We were the ones
who gave the world the principle that you are innocent until proven
guilty. This means, of course, that a lot of guilty people will
go free, but we would rather have a lot of guilty people go free
than one innocent person punished. We believe there is a G-d in
the world, and G-d will take care of the guilty people we miss, but

G-d will not look kindly upon us if we punish the immocent.

This principle is widely accepted, but when it comes to poor people
we are so afraid that a few freeloaders will get money unfairly that
we treat the poor as if they were all freeloaders. We make them
fill out all sorts of forms. We strip them of their dignity. Why
is it that when a person makes $150 a week nobody asks him for a
budget or gives him papers to sign, but when that person is laid

off through no fault of his own and has medical bills, in order to
get even $25 a week he must fill out forms and submit a budget which
makes him feel like a jerk and a complete failure because he needs
help. In this city today in order to get food stamps you have to
almost be a Ph.D. You have to fill out a packet of papers which
requires a high level of education. Many of the poor people, when
they receive the packet, just chuck it in the garbage because it

is impossible for them to fill it out. For some reason, even Jewish
organizations in this country have been affected by Calvinist principles.
The Calvinists believe that if you are rich you deserve to be rich,

and if you are poor you deserve to be poor. The rich give charity,
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not because the poor ought to have it, but because it is good for
the rich man's soul. That is why it is called charity. The poor
man really does not deserve it, but the rich man gives it out of

his goodness.

This is not the Jewish concept. The Jewish concept is that the poor
man deserves charity. He is entitled to come into the ‘synagogue

and stop the services and demand it. We do not know why some people
are rich and some people are poor, why some families have sickness
and some do not. All we know is that if we are to be holy people
we have to share what we have. Unless we have a good relationship
with all human beings we cannot have a relationship with G-d. The
poor are not meant to be made to squirm anémbe stripped of all their
dignity when we help them. We are not to worry about the few freeloaders
who may take advantage of us. There is a G-d in the world Who will
take care of freeloaders. We are to be concerned that when we help

the poor or afflicted we do not strip them of their dignity. We

must not make them grovel and say, "Yes sir, yes sir' to everything.
Yy ¥ y

In Hebrew the word for "“poor" is "Oni". The word in Hebrew can also
mean ''to answer", "to be tortured", and "to be raped". A poor person
should not be forced to answer all sorts of foolish questions. He
should not be raped of his dignity. He should be able to stand tall
even if now he is afflicted and hurting. Holiness means that we
extend kindness and compassion to everyone because we are all G-d's

creatures. Everyone deserves to be treated with dignity.




