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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 emhance 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 wi{l 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.




image1.png
IS T fakd "o P A Jed 7

MAY 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

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
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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 praéilcing 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,
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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 adoped in 1789 we Jews were excluded from all public life im 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,
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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. e

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 successses. 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 ;;bbis 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
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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, Mana" in Hebrew, but instead the word
"“Pakad" is used. This uord";lso 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.
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They were living peaceably at the foot of Mount Sinai but they lost
their nerve. They felt they were lost. They felt that umless 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 dpproached potential oppressors with wisdom and offers of financial
help.

The Russian Jewish exodus ;;day 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




