ACTING, HELPING YOURSELF, GETTING HELP
MIKETZ 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why does Rashi say that Joseph was punished - having to stay in prison two more years - for relying on the butler? Why should this be? After all, in Judaism don’t we believe that G-d helps only those who help themselves? Why shouldn’t Joseph have asked the butler to get him out of jail? Judaism is not a religion which teaches resignation. We believe that something is fate only after we’ve done everything possible to make sure it isn’t fate. When a Roman mother asked Rabbi Akiva if G-d makes people sick, why do you go to a doctor, why don’t you let G-d cure you? He answered, don’t you sometimes get hungry? She said, of course. He said, then if G-d made you hungry, why don’t you let Him feed you?
We believe that G-d wants us to act. We are told that we’re not to rely on miracles. If we should, we could ask the question, why didn’t Joseph just pray to G-d that G-d should not bring the famine on Egypt? Why did he make preparations? G-d wants us to act. True, other philosophies and religions teach their people that they must accept everything that comes their way. They speak about bearing their crosses, etc., but this is not Judaism’s way. Feuerbach back in the 19th century wrote an essay in which he tried to prove that the more people believed in a Creator G-d, the more passive they become; that the more they believe in a loving G-d, the more they stressed their own sinfulness and powerlessness. It was a sort of scarcity principle. The more powerful G-d was the more passive man had to be. Marx picked up on this idea and claimed all religion was the opiate of the masses. It kept them powerless. We don’t believe that.
Joseph’s error was that he relied only on the butler. He should have tried other avenues as well. Modern Zionism was actually founded on a mistake. Theodore Herzl was sure that he could buy the land of Israel from the Ottoman Empire. The Turkish Empire was the sick man of Europe. They needed money. He thought he could get the money from the rich Jews of the West. When he couldn’t get the Turks to sell, it broke him and some say he died of disappointment. He tried to buy Uganda. He put too much faith in only one way of achieving a goal although this idea galvanized support all over. We should always try many ways: If one doesn’t work well try another way. Joseph should have done the same. G-s helps those who help themselves. There is this story about a little girl who prayed real hard her brother’s trap wouldn’t catch any birds. Her mother said, “I know that you’re praying hard. How do you know that G-d will listen to you?” She said, “I’m sure because before I prayed, I kicked in his trap.” I was called once to take a little girl home. I told her we were going home, “Let’s pray nothing has happened to your Mommy and Daddy.” She said, “Let’s run as we pray.”

INNER VISION AND THE HIDDEN
MIKETZ 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We always read the Torah portion, Miketz, on Chanukah. The rabbis say that there is a hint for this in the third word of this Torah portion, Shnosayim, which come immediately after the word Miketz. The letters of the work, the rabbis say, stand of r “Smol, Ner, Tadlik, Yameen, Mezuzah”, which means that you should light the Chanukah candles on the left and place the mezuzah on the right. In the olden days the Chanukah candle was lit outside, not inside. You would light it on the left side of the door. The reason why we light the Chanukah lights is to publicize the miracle. Therefore, they should be placed where people can see them.
In the course of our long exile, this custom was disregarded because of the persecutions we endured under the Parsees, or Zoroastrians. These people worshipped fire and Jews could be killed or harmed if they used fire in a way the Parsee did not approve of. The Parsees did not approve of lighting the fire outside so we began lighting them inside. We have never gotten around to reinstituting the original custom, but the rabbis’ dictum that the Chanukah candles should be on the left and the Mezuzah on the right poses an important question: Why was the Chanukah candle put on the left and the Mezuzah on the right? After all, the Chanukah candles stand for self-sacrifice. They stand for the dedication and devotion of the Maccabees, and we all know were it not for their self-sacrifice, we would not be here as Jews today. Yet the place of honor, the right side, goes to the Mezuzah. The Mezuzah is a covering, a receptacle of sorts, inside of which is a parchment with writings from the Torah. This parchment is the most important thing about the Mezuzah. Nobody can see that. All we see is the outside. Unfortunately, in our day many people will spend tens and even hundreds of dollars on a fancy cover, but they get very upset when they have to pay ten dollars for the parchment. The rabbis are telling us here that the hidden things are the most important.
Today we have all been barraged by products and people who are only interested in outward show. In fact, there was a big splash made a few years ago when someone wrote a book saying that the medium was the message, that all that counts is the packaging. Content is not important. The rabbis were telling us that this is false. Without the inner vision all the packaging will not do any good. The Maccabees were able to prevail because of their inner vision. After all, why were they so anxious to light the Menorah in the Sanctuary? Nobody could see it. It was lit in the holy part of the Temple and only a few priests could occasionally see it, but they knew that the inner things were the most important. We can see that even today. At no time in Jewish history have we had such beautiful synagogues. The building that we are in today, our synagogue building, is outstanding. Some people may claim that there are other more beautiful synagogues, but, so what? Our synagogue is a beautiful place yet we are not full. It is true that proportionally we do better than most other synagogues, but the doors are not open and we do not have 1400 people here like we have on Yom Kippur. It is not fancy buildings that bring people to a synagogue. It is an inner vision. This inner vision we need in all aspects of life.
Sometimes we get form and organization and technology mixed up with inner vision. People think that Henry Ford invented the assembly line, but that actually was only a byproduct of his inner vision. What he wanted to do was produce a car that even a poor man could buy. When he first started, cars cost between $2,000 and $8,000. After he finished in the middle 1920’s you could buy a Model T for $295. His goal was to make a car even a poor person could buy. Today our automobile manufacturers are suffering because they gave up on the bottom 10% or 15% of the market and said, let the foreign manufacturers have them. As the price of cars has risen this share of the market has grown to 30%. The automobile manufacturers were astonished by a fact you and I both know. When they brought down the interest rates and made the monthly payments less, they sold a lot of cars. It is not organization and management per se that makes something great, but inner vision. In the Torah portion, Miketz, we learn how Joseph interpreted the dream of Pharaoh. How did Pharaoh know Joseph was right? Joseph’s words just seemed to ring true. They had inner vision.
Today, unfortunately, we have so many bluffers and fakers that think that all that counts is packaging and not content. The rabbis tell us that this is not so. I am reminded of a story of two men on a Miami beach. One looked to be a little bit of a bluffer. The first man said to the bluffer, “You know I love to play golf.” The other fellow said, “I do, too.” The first one said, “You know I play in the low 70’s.” The other one said, “I do, too, except that when it gets colder I go into the hotel.”

THE LIGHTS, THE MIRACLE, DOING, SELF-BELIEF
MIKEfZ 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The rabbis have always arranged it that on the Shabbos of Chanukah we read Miketz. The reason for which is because within it are hints to Chanukah. In fact, from the very first three words they learn a hint that Yehuda Maccabee was going to defeat the Greeks and was going to declare the seven days of Chanukah. The very first word is “and it was when Judah defeated the Greeks and he cleansed the Temple and declared the eight days of Chanukah.” We also look at the word, “Shenosayem - that on the left hand side we are supposed to light the Chanukah lights and on the right side as we enter the house we put the Mezuzah.

Of course, in the olden days the Menorah was supposed to be outside and the reason why we stopped putting it outside is because we were persecuted by the Zoroastrian religion. Its adherents believed that fire was sacred and would not let us light the Chanukah candles. They would only allow us to light fire at certain times and in certain places. Afterwards they were lit secretly inside. When this persecution stopped, the custom had already been started to light the candles inside, so we did not light them outside anymore but lit them in the window. In fact, the whole story of Chanukah, or the whole reason why we light the Chanukah candles, is to publicize the miracle. That’s why when we light the Chanukah candles we keep the Shamus lit. We put it on a little higher elevation because we are not supposed to use the lights of the Chanukah candles at all. We use the light of the Shamus only when we need any light: The light of the candles, themselves, is just for one purpose, and that is to publicize the miracle. We could ask the question, why is it that we have to publicize the mirade? The answer is that miracles happen, and unless you are attuned to them you will not see them. You will not recognize them. It is hard to see that G-d is acting in the world.
During the past week we saw one of the greatest miracles and people did not realize it. The Lubavitch Chassidim arranged to have a worldwide network of programs from Hong Kong and Jerusalem, from Moscow and Paris, and one of the places where they lit the Chanukah candles was Moscow. They just did not light it in Moscow; they lit it in the Kremlin, and not just in the Kremlin but in the Hall of Congresses, in the very place where the Communist Party had their congresses. Seven thousand Jews were there and the person who lit the Chanukah candle was and old gentleman who was the only Mohel in Russia in his area. He risked his life every time he did a Bris Milah. Just last year or only two years ago, lighting a Chanukah menorah in Russia was banned and now Communism is dead and we Jews are lighting the Chanukah lights, not just in Russia, not just in the Kremlin, but in the very hall in which the Communist Parry used to meet. What a miracle! But people do not recognize it. You have to publicize the miracle. People have to see it. People have to know that it is real.
That, of course, is the reason we have to light the Chanukah candles. The rabbis tell us, too, that one of the reasons why we always read the Torah portion, Miketz, at this time had to do with Joseph. At the end of the last Torah portion when he successfully interpreted the dream of the butler, Joseph told the butler not to forget him. He told him, “You should do with me a kindness and you should remember me to Pharaoh and you should bring me out from this prison.” Of course, once the butler was freed, it says, “And the butler did not remember Joseph and he forgot him.” The rabbis say that Joseph made a bad mistake relying on the butler. We know that we are supposed to act, that G-d does not want us to rely on miracles. We cannot rely on miracles. G-d helps us by natural means, so why should Joseph not have relied on the butler? The answer is Joseph should not have relied only on the butler, but Joseph put all his strength and all his confidence and all his hopes on him, because of that he had to wait two years. When the butler had an opportunity not to help Joseph but to help himself by recommending Joseph, Joseph should have tried all the different avenues to get out and not just say, “Oh, the butler will take me out.” Unfortunately, that many times is the way people act. They do not realize that they have to take advantage of every opportunity and not just rely on one particular hope.
That, naturally, is why I perceive many people are mistaken when they feel very pessimistic about Israel and the United States relations, etc. How can Israel survive with a hostile administration? Well, Israel’s only hope is not in the United States. Israel will survive whether the United States helps or does not help. Remember, after Truman recognized Israel in 1948, the United States did not give Israel one weapon. There was a total arms embargo. Israel did not get any weapons from the Unites States until the time of John F. Kennedy, and then they only got very little. It was only after Lyndon Johnson took over and after the Six Day War that we got a little arms, but still not very much. Only after the 1973 War did we get this massive American aid which started to flow into Israel, so Israel can get along without it. Originally, Russia sold them arms through Czechoslovakia, then France, then the United States. In the future, who knows what will happen? The hope of Israel is not just in the United States, and people should not be so pessimistic when they say, how can Israel live with a hostile administration.
But, more than that, in this Torah portion we learn that we have to do human effort. We have to do things. We cannot just sit back and wait. That is why Joseph’s dreams were so different than Pharaoh’s. Pharaoh’s were as a passive observer. Joseph’s were of binding sheaves, doing things. That answers the question, why is it that we light eight Chanukah candles? We should only light seven. After all, there were only seven days since one day’s candle should have burned naturally. The answer is that if the Jewish people would not have lit that first candle, no other miracle would have occurred the other seven days. They would not have had the inner confidence to know that eventually they were going to triumph and light that original candle. G-d would not have done a miracle to cause the other candle to be lit. If the Jews of Russia ‑ especially Lubavitch Chassidim who had an underground in Russia for all these years, (in fact, they were even teaching Cheder in the Kremlin at one time and the Lubavitcher Rebbe was caught and was thrown into prison and one of the previous rebbes was killed) - would have given up hope, we would have been finished. Since they did not give up hope, we were able to light a Menorah in the Kremlin after 70 years.
That accordingly, is what Joseph was telling Pharaoh, too, and that is why Joseph had the audacity to suggest a plan: Pharaoh, you should not just sit back and wait for those seven years of famine to occur. You have to help. We have to do things. Too, that is why the rabbis say another hint of Chanukah appears in this week’s Torah portion. That is when Joseph gives five suits of clothes to Benjamin. The rabbis say that it is not the five sets of clothes Joseph gave Benjamin but rather the key to how to understand how to publicize the miracle, how to make things happen in the world, how to make miracles happen.
The word, Chamaish, stands for those three things that the Greeks banned: Chodesh, the celebration of Rosh Chodesh and today is Rosh Chodesh; Bris Milah; and Shabbos. What does Chodesh stand for? Chodesh stands for renewal. We have to think we can improve, we can do things better, that we do not have to accept the status quo. Milah stands for the fact that we have to start with ourselves. We have to confident in our own cause. We have to feel that it is right and true. We have to believe in it ourselves. So many Jews project defeatism. So many Jews themselves do not believe in Judaism. How could they expect the world to react positively to us? We see that even in our own country. Why should it be that Jews and Jewish organizations do not want to put Menorahs in public places? If Christmas trees can be put in public places, so should Menorahs be put in public places. The Menorah is as much a universal symbol as the Christmas tree is a universal symbol. How come we Jews are not fighting for Shabbos as the Seventh Day Adventists are in the courts? If Jews are not strong and filled with strength in their own beliefs, who lese is going to be strong for their beliefs? Jews have to stand up proud and say what they believe and not project an image of weakness and disbelief in themselves. A person has to start on himself. The third element is Shabbos. You have to believe that there is a spiritual element in the world. Things are not just material things. If you are just fighting for material goods, material possessions, you will not win. That’s why Joseph’s dream is completely different from Pharaoh’s.
Joseph’s dreams started up with binding sheaves but ended up with the stars and the moon. There was a spiritual element. In Pharaoh’s dream, he started with fat cows and skinny cows, then whole sheaves, then barren ears of corn, so we see from this that Pharaoh’s dreams had no spiritual element at all, that Pharaoh’s dreams were just about material things and material things that continually degenerated from the animal to the vegetable, from the good to the bad. For us to be strong, for us to endure and overcome, as the Maccabees overcame, we have to have these three elements. We have to believe we can renew things, make things better. We have to believe strongly in our own cause. We have to realize that a spiritual element prevails in the world, that G-d will help us if we just stand for those principles in which we know we have to believe and for which we have to stand.
When we looked at the television and saw them lighting the Menorah in the Kremlin, what a victory! What a victory of the spirit over materialism! What a victory of the Jewish people! It was astounding, a miracle. We have to publicize that miracle. We have to show that miracle. We have to believe it ourselves. True, not everything the Lubavitcher Chassidim does finds favor with all of us, but his last demonstration showed the unique quality of believing Jews, and that is that they are never going to give up. They are going to keep trying, and if they keep trying we have the promise of G-d that He will help us and the Jewish people will survive forever.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a Jew who drank tons and tons of orange juice until he became Chassidic. I am not advocating that we become Chassidic, but I am advocating that we have that pride in our heritage and that strength of character to persevere in our beliefs so that truly we will triumph in the world. Truly, the Jewish people’s views and beliefs will be seen throughout the world as the light of the world. May this happen soon. May the Mashiach come soon. Amen.

ASSUMPTIONS AND THE FUTILITY OF HOPELESSNESS
MIKETZ 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Miketz, we learn how many times we make false assumptions. In life, to make our way, we have to make certain assumptions, but in this Torah portion we learn how the assumptions that are made were false. We learn how originally the butler thought that a Hebrew lad who was a slave could in now way be of any use to him, but later found out that this particular Hebrew slave could indeed be a use to him. We also learn how Pharaoh made the assumptions that his own astrologers and wise men did not interpret his dream correctly. We learn how the brothers could never assume that the ruler of Egypt was their brother. It seemed to be absurd. We also learn how later on they could not understand why it was that their money was returned to them. They could only assume that it was for a nefarious purpose, an evil purpose, so that the rule of Egypt could fall upon them. They also did not realize how it was possible that the viceroy of Egypt could seat them in the correct birth order unless they would assume that he had supernatural powers. They also make the assumption that perhaps Benjamin was guilty for stealing the cup because, after all, could they ever assume that the viceroy of Egypt would frame them. We also know that Jacob made the assumption that Joseph was dead, that he also made the assumption that Benjamin would die too, so, therefore, he could not send Benjamin with the brothers. So many assumptions were made here and they were all proven to be false.

We all know that we also have to make assumptions to make sense out of life and to provide ourselves with a plan of actions to overcome life’s problems. We should know, though, that we have to be flexible, that we have to understand that the assumptions that we make are only tentative. We have to reverse them if situations come up which did not accord with what prompted our assumptions at the beginning. Assumptions can be very destructive if we do not have this type of flexibility.
In this Torah portion, Joseph assumed that he not only had to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams, but also had to give him advice. How was it possible that Joseph had the audacity to give Pharaoh, the most powerful ruler of the known world at that time, advice on how to handle his problem? Well, if we look at the dreams, we can understand why Joseph felt that he had to give Pharaoh advice. Pharaoh had two separate dreams. In the first dream, he dreamed about seven beautiful cows, seven cows that were healthy and good looking, and standing by the Nile. Afterwards came seven thin cows, and they swallowed up the seven fat cows, and Pharaoh woke up from his dream very disturbed because the seven thin cows did not look any fatter. They looked even worse after swallowing the seven fat cows. Then he fell asleep again and dreamed about seven stalks of corn that were growing and these were beautiful, and, again, there were seven other ears of corn growing that were all shriveled up. These seven shriveled ears of corn swallowed the seven beautiful and healthy looking ears of corn and looked even worse after they swallowed them. Pharaoh woke up again and was greatly disturbed. It says in Hebrew that “his spirit pounded”. He knew that some calamity was hanging over Egypt and he did not know how to handle this calamity. Why did Joseph know that he had to give advice? Why did he have to assume that it was his responsibility to give advice, an assumption which later proved to be true? The first dream just dealt with meat. People can live without meat. Just ask vegetarians. True, meat is a luxury, but we can live without it. We cannot, however, live without grain. Without grain, we will all perish. After hearing the first dream, Joseph knew that Egypt was in trouble and Pharaoh knew that Egypt was in trouble. But what did Pharaoh do? He went to sleep. He did not stay awake.
He went to sleep and then had the second dream. Joseph, on the other hand, knew this was a problem that had to be dealt with, and dealt with immediately. If not, this problem would get worse and Egypt would suffer a terrible catastrophe from which it could not recover.
Why does the Torah say he woke up and then went to sleep again? Because Pharaoh was not alert to the problem in the beginning, and he went to sleep again. Because he went to sleep again, the problem became infinitely worse. Joseph knew that G-d was warning Pharaoh that if alert to the problem, Pharaoh could avoid the consequences of the problem. Therefore, Joseph felt compelled to give Pharaoh advice.
Why did Pharaoh assume that his astrologists and wise men did not give him a correct interpretation of his dream? They told him he was going to have seven daughters and they were going to die, or there were going to be seven campaigns and he was going to lose these wars. There were many other interpretations the commentaries tell us that Pharaoh’s advisors gave him, but Pharaoh did not accept them because none of these interpretations gave him any hope. They were cut and dried. They were a fate from which he could not escape, but Joseph’s interpretation of the dreams gave him a way out. Yes, these calamities would happen, but he could avoid these calamities by storing up the grain in the good years. Joseph knew how to alleviate the terrible consequences of these dreams, and that is the Jewish position: We can never accept assumptions in life which lead to no hope. We believe that Gd is good, and G-d has given us problems, and we will have problems, but G-d has also given us a way out. We should never lose hope, and that is why it is so important we recognize there is always a way out. Judaism says, yes, make any assumptions you want, and, of course, we all know that literature an dart are all based on assumptions. In fact, as one wag said, all plays are really three act plays: In the first act, she wants and he does not want; in the second act, he wants and she does not want; and in the third act, they both want and the curtain comes down. People make unwarranted assumptions and we get ourselves in a lot of trouble because of these assumptions, but later we are able to rectify them and are able to end up with happy conclusions, so to speak, but we must never give up hope. If we ever believe that we have no hope, we are in trouble.
Judaism also says something else, and that is why Judaism fought paganism so much ‑ that there always is a way of hope and that when we make assumptions, the assumptions we do make must be based on reality. We cannot do, as the pagans believed, that if you propitiate one god, you excite the ire of another god and find yourself in a no-win situation. We also cannot believe in this terrible notion of spirits inhabiting things. The whole concept of incarnation is completely foreign to the Jewish perception of things. This concept destroys completely any question of hope, because then your fate is bound. If you believe that spirits can inhabit human beings and look exactly like human beings, then you do not know who is a friend and who is an enemy. Therefore, you are left in a hopeless situation. That’s why those peaceful native that Margaret Mead wrote about in her anthropological studies as being so beautiful and wonderful actually have a higher murder rate than in New York or Houston or Chicago. That’s because they believe in this spirit business; and when someone gets sick, they believe that one of their members has been inhabited by a spirit and they have to get rid of him, which they do it in a most illogical way; by taking lots and using all sorts of other terrible mean to murder their own kind. Of course, they are never successful because the disease comes back. Therefore, we can never make assumptions which lead us to hopeless situations and which lead us to believe that reality is not reality. When we see a table, it is a table; when we see a chair, it is a chair; and when we see a piece of bread, it is a piece of bread. Other religions have taken this kind of hocus pocus and make things into something they are not. That, of course, we believe misleads people and also does not allow people to maintain hope.
That is why Jacob, too, when he sent his sons down to Egypt to buy grain, used a very unusual word ‑ the word Shever. Usually the word for grain is Bor or Tevunah or Tevuah or Lechem, but it is not Shever. Shever has other meanings, too. Shever also means to hope. It can also mean to be broken, like the Shevarim sound of the shofar on Rosh Hashonna. Jacob was telling his children, “Go down to Egypt. You will make different assumptions but always have hope. When you buy this grain, always have hope. Don’t let the changed conditions of Egypt and our own lives break you. Make sure that you always have hope. That is what Judaism teaches us all. It teaches us all always to be hopeful. When we are confronted by problems, sometimes we cannot solve them because we make the wrong assumptions, but if we will investigate them and make the right ones, then we can solve our problems. We should never let our assumptions break us.
This is very, very important. We should always investigate our assumptions because our assumptions are what mislead us, not the reality of the situation, and we should never, never give up hope. G-d has never put us in a situation which is hopeless. He is always there to make sure that we have hope.
I am reminded of the story they tell about an accident. A young couple was going too fast and ran into a light pole. A young lady in her 20’s saw the accident and immediately went to help. As she was ready to help, a man pushed her aside and said, “Young lady, please step aside. I just took a course in first aid.” She stepped aside. After a few minutes, she tapped on his shoulder and said, “When you get around to calling a doctor, I am right here.” Let’s all hope and pray that we will make the right assumptions so that we will lead good and happy live and be able to help each other so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

TO ACT, TO DO, TO FULFILL G-D’S GOALS
MIKETZ 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Shabbat Chanukah. Almost always on Shabbat Chanukah, we read the Torah portion, Miketz. The rabbis say that even the third work in the Torah portion indicates this. According to Halacha, you are really supposed to light the Chanukah candles outside. They were to be lit on the left of the door as you entered the door. The Mezuzah is supposed to be on the right and the Chanukah candles on the left. We are supposed to pursue Memeeza, publicizing the miracle. Why don’t we do that now? When the Jews lived in Babylonia, Babylonia was under the rule of Persia, the official religion of which at that time was Zoroastrianism. This was a religion steeped in the holiness of the four elements: the earth, the air, the water, the fire. Zoroastrianism forbade anyone to light fire any time he wanted. Inspectors made sure fires were not lit at certain times. The Jewish people would be in great danger if they would light the Chanukah candles. They would be thrown in jail and even worse. Therefore, they had to light the Chanukah candles inside where nobody would see them.

The persecution passed, but the custom to light the Chanukah candles inside had gone on for generations, so the tradition continued. In fact, many traditions in Judaism were actually thrust upon us because of persecution. We did it for generations, it stuck and we are still doing it, although today we are supposed to light the Chanukah candles in the window. At least this way, people can see them from the outside. This is a sort of a compromise from the original tradition. This, then, is the reason when the Lubavitch lights these huge Chanukah candles outside ‑ they are really following the ancient tradition. However, community Chanukah menorahs do not count. You have to have something in your own home to light. Interestingly, the Chanukah candles were on the left and the Mezuzah was on the right. Usually the right is the favored hand. We are told to do everything with our right hand, with the exception, of course, of Tefillin. Tefillin we put on the left hand. The rabbis explain that the Torah, itself, says when the nations of the world will look at a Jew having Tefillin, they would be in awe of the Jew. This is a way of proclaiming G-d. We know that the reason we put it on the left hand is because we are supposed to act. The right hand is the hand which is used by most people for acting. If fact, if you are left-handed, you are supposed to put the Tefillin on your right hand. G-d helps those who help themselves, and we are supposed to act and to do. We know that we cannot be successful unless we have G-d’s help, but we still have to act. We cannot sit back and wait for G-d to do so; we have to do. That is why we wrap the Tefillin seven times around our arm, seven being the symbol of spirituality. We know that we live in six physical dimensions (up, down, north, east, south, and west) and that seven is the symbol of spirituality. In fact, we even put the name of G-d on our hand. We write the Shin and the Dalet and the Yud because we know that we need G-d’s help in everything that we do. G-d is the unseen force which helps us as long as we are fulfilling His goals.
That is what Chanukah proclaims. Chanukah is put on the left because the Maccabees, we are told, were able to succeed through G-d’s help. Not everybody can see that G-d is there helping us. In fact, if we look at the story of Chanukah, we can see that it could be explained very naturally. The reason the Maccabees won was not because of an overt miracle; they won because Antiochus died. He left a young son and one of the generals became the regent, and after he took over power, a pretender to the throne arose in Mesopotamia. As the empire stretched from Turkey through Mesopotamia, Licius did not want to fight wars on two fronts. Therefore, he made up with Judah and gave the Jewish people religious freedom and semi-independence. Later, after he put down the pretender, he changed his mind and went against Judah. Most Jews, though, were not interested in fighting for full independence. Judah fought with only 800 men against an army and was himself killed. It was true that before this time, before Licius had decided to make peace with Judah, Judah d defeated several of the Syrian armies. The first thing Judah did after he got his semi-independence was to sign a treat with Rome. Antiochus really did not act in an irrational fashion. He had fought against Egypt for many years and finally conquered it, only to be told by Rome, that upstart new world power that was knocking at his door right across the Bosporus, to get out of Egypt or he would be attacked.
Eventually, Rome did conquer the Seleucid Empire. Jewish independence, gained at a great cost, was lost after about 78 years because two brothers could not decide who should be king, so they appealed to Pompei, then sitting in Damascus, who decided for them, and from then on Jews had puppet rulers.
Now we can see that the events that transpired in the times of the Maccabees were similar to the great power confrontations of today, which is exactly how Israel was formed. Israel sort of fell through the cracks. Seven empires would never have allowed Israel to take hold and declare independence if not for the act that they, themselves, were weakened by world wars and collapse: the Turkey, Russian, Austrian-Hungarian, Italian, German, French, and British Empires. We look around today and say we cannot see G-d. That’s why we have to publicize the miracle. G-d is there at our left side. We have to act, but He is there helping us. Many times we cannot see it. Look at the Gulf War that just happened. Thirty-nine Scuds hit Israel, 4,000 buildings were destroyed, and nobody was destroyed. We know that G-d is there helping us.
This is the story that we read about in Miketz, too, where the information is so contradictory. If you look, Joseph was able to interpret the dreams Pharaoh did not understand. Judah and the brothers thought they were just talking to the viceroy of Egypt, but they were talking their brother. He recognized them but they did not recognize him. Yaacov thought that the brothers were doomed. He could not send down Benjamin because Benjamin would be killed this viceroy. Later on, the brothers found the money in their bags and thought it was a plot to kill them, and still later they brought double money. The whole incidents seem to be unfathomable. Benjamin is framed; the cup is put there; the brothers make a statement they should not make. There is a lot of contradictory information. How are we able to interpret information? Joseph was able to interpret information he understood what we learn from Chanukah, that G-d is there, when he interprets Pharaoh’s dream. Not only that, but we know that his interpretations always had to be based on action. In other words, when G-d communicates with us by allowing us to assess our correct situations, He wants us to act. That’s why our right hand is free. Therefore, the left hand is the one we put the Tefillin on.
We know that Joseph, when he interpreted dreams, always did something with them. When he got his first dreams, he told them to his brothers and his father. His dreams always directed us toward some action. When we have problems, when we have to search for solutions to our problems, they should lead us to actions. Many times people cannot even formulate their problems. They know something is wrong, but they cannot formulate them. If they cannot formulate them, they cannot arrive at some action. Judaism says when you have problems, you should act, you should do things. It is like the famous story they tell about a scientist who determined that a great tidal wave was going to sweep over the earth, and we were all going to be under water in 24 hours. The Pope declared a day of fasting, and the Protestant ministers declared a day of prayer, and the Chief Rabbis declared that we have 24 hours to learn how to live under water. We have to act, to do things. That is, of course, the essence of Joseph’s greatness. Joseph was called Sofais Paneach, which the rabbis say means he was in motion and resting at the same time. How is that possible? It is possible because he rested upon the values of our faith. That is why the mezuzah is on the right and the mezuzah is hidden. He rested on them, and everything he did was based upon them, although he changed other things. He changed outward appearance, his language, his dress. His brothers did not recognize him. The brothers, on the other hand, did not want to change anything outwardly, but they changed everything inwardly. How could they be good Jews when they sold their brother and cavorted with prostitutes and engaged in shady business deals? They did not treat some of the other brothers correctly either. How we can see than many times you can be outwardly a Jews and seem to not change anything but change everything inside. All your values are upside down. Joseph did not change any of his values. He did not listen to Potiphar’s wife. Outwardly, he may have changed, but he rested on Jewish values. That, of course, is the way we have to interpret things. When we are involved with confusing situations, we have to realize that there are solutions. We have to see G-d shining through in these things, that G-d is going to help us solve these problems, as long as we rest on the values of the mezuzah. That is what the stories of Chanukah and Joseph are really about. G-d is there. We have to see Him, see that He is there to help us. If we rest on the values upon which He wants us to rest, then we can be assured that we will eventually succeed, as the Maccabees and Joseph succeeded. Our right hand has to be free. We have to act upon the information we have and interpret the information to comply with G-d wanting to help Him redeem this world to live by His values.
I am reminded of the story they tell about two boys in school. They were stealing everything and no one knew what to do with them. The teacher sent one home as punishment and the other to the Principal’s office. The principal began to berate the boy about stealing and the boys said, “Well, nobody’s watching.” The principal said, “Where’s G-d? Where’s G-d?” The boy asked what he meant. The principal said, “Look under the desk. Is G-d there? Look in the closet. Is G-d there? Where is G-d?” The boy became very scared and ran out of the principal’s office and back to his friend at home and said, “Were in terrible trouble. G-is missing, and they thing we’ve stolen Him. G-d is there.
If we want to interpret the events of our day, we have realize that G-d is behind history and is there begging us to act. As long as we act based upon His principles, then rest assured we will succeed and make this a better world. Let’s all hope and pray that all of us will see G-d’s hand in the events of the day and so that we will act accordingly, that we will truly try to fashion good families and a good world and a good community so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen

REBUILDING, REDEDICATING, REDISCOVERING, RENEWING
MIKETZ - DECEMBER 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the most destructive forces in modern society is the idea that what is new is always better. There is this feeling that if something is old, it is bad. We always have to have new things. The latest gadget is always to be preferred. The newest cause is the best cause. The newest relationship, no matter how illicit, is the best one. Newness invigorates, refreshes, and keeps us alive.

This idea has brought in its wake the disparagement of the past and all the lessons learned from the past. It, also, downgrades the old. The old are not to be revered and listened to but instead, are to be confined to old folk’s homes. Only the new and those who are capable of ostentatiously displaying the new are to be applauded and admired. This view is terribly destructive. It not only causes literally billions of dollars to be wasted by people buying senseless things and trying to look like they are always in their twenties but it, also, causes us, as individuals, to suffer needlessly. Everyone has to rediscover the wheel. Most of us largely ignore the lesson of the past until we are caught up in terrible problems and they overwhelm us.
Many things in this world have changed in the course of the last 5,000 years of recorded history. We speak different languages. We have different cultures. We dress differently. We have made many technological advances but in one area, we have remained exactly the same. Man’s passions have not changed one iota since the beginning of recorded history. We are all beset by the same problems of death, pain, love, greed, altruism, selfishness, hatred, yearning for completeness, the need to demonstrate loyalty, etc. Our passions are identical. You can pick up ancient Egyptian papyrus and Samarian cuneiform tablets, the Books of the Bible, Latin texts, Greek texts, and find the same problems of passion stated and restated. Our modern soap operas and novels are just a rehash of these same problems. We may have learned a lot about physics, chemistry, engineering, etc. but about the passions of man, our knowledge remains the same.
Not everything that is new is satisfying. Our skyrocketing divorce rate, our mounting suicide rate, our growing drug and alcohol problems all attest to the fact that we are not very successful in handling our passions. This is an age of great confusion. I once met a person who had brutally attacked an old woman for no good reason. I asked him, “Why?” He told me with a straight face, “But Rabbi, you didn’t want me to become a neurotic by suppressing my emotions?” He was obviously an intelligent person, but he had been taught the wrong lesson about passions. To release our passions is not always right.
We believe that in our tradition we have the key for living the full and rich life in which our passions are neither always expressed or suppressed but are utilized in the proper way at the proper time. Our tradition deals almost exclusively with man. G-d’s name is hardly ever mentioned in the Talmud. We are interested in what G-d has told us ‑ how we should react with each other.
The holiday of Chanukah speaks about these matters. Chanukah is a holiday of rededication. Yet strangely, there is no holiday in Judaism for the dedicating of the Temple. We have no holiday which celebrates the building of the Temple. We only have a holiday for rebuilding it. In Jewish eyes, there is not trick to building. Everybody can build. The key is whether you can rebuild, whether you can constantly pour new meaning and new energy into maintaining your relationships. Everybody can move on from one new thing to another. The trick is to build and rebuild on the past. In life, there are only a few basic experiences. There are endless variations of them but by the time we are in our early twenties or have been married, we have had all the basic experiences. For the rest of our lives, we just repeat them. We must constantly deepen then and find new meaning in them. If we do, then we will grow. If we do not, we will stagnate. To run from one experience to another does no good because there really are no new experiences. If we could not handle the old experiences, we will not be able to handle the new ones either.
The symbol of Chanukah is the menorah. We recall the miracle of the little cruse of oil which should have lasted only one day but lasted eight. Why did it last eight? Because of the dedication of the people. They were determined not to give up. The Jewish people looked finished. How could they, a small band, stand up against the might Seleucid Empire? They could because they dared; because they had hope; because they wanted to keep their relationship with G-d and with each other pure. They were able to find enough strength and courage to persevere until the Temple was rebuilt. People who want to can always find new meaning, new joy, new happiness in their relationships. Most of the time the divorces that take place today need not take place. If the couple would only work at it, they could find the supposed newness they are seeking in their new relationships. Their oil would last and last and last and the flame of their love and devotion would never be extinguished. That takes thought, hard work, courage, and devotion.
The rabbis knew that rededication is much harder than dedication because rededication relies on inner things. The outer relationships look the same but the inner things and the deepening of our experiences make our experiences come alive. In the Torah portion, Miketz, we learn how Joseph was made the Viceroy of Egypt by Pharaoh and was given the name Tzofnas Paneach by Pharaoh. This is a strange name and Rashi explains that it means the one who reveals hidden things. The only problem with this explanation is that the words in Hebrew are backward. It literally means hidden things, the one who reveals. The third word, shnotahyeem, of this Torah portion, Miketz, is an acronym containing the phrase: “Smol Ner Tadlik, Yameen Mezuzah” which means “every Jew was to light the Chanukah menorah on the left side of his door and put a mezuzah on the right side”, the right side being the most important side. 

I would have thought that this order should have been reversed. The mezuzah should be on the left and the Chanukah menorah should be on the right since we are commanded to publicize the miracle of Chanukah. Therefore, the menorah should be in the most prominent place. After all, the important part of the mezuzah, the parchment, is hidden and cannot be seen. The Chanukah lights are bright and shiny and are supposed to be seen by everyone. But that is just the point. It is the hidden things that are the most important. Without them, the outward shiny things do not count. If you do not have the hidden unseen experiences, then you will not have anything. You will not be able to reveal, to experience anything. The rabbis here are telling us that if you want the shiny lights, the real new experiences, then concentrate on the hidden things. You can only have shiny, bright, new things if you learn how to rebuild, rededicate, and rediscover the new in the relationships you already have. You should appreciate those with whom you have accumulated so many experiences because with them, you can discover and learn so many things that will add to your life. Not the initial experience which counts, but the building and rebuilding on it. Depth, not breadth, gives so much meaning to life.
The Chanukah lights were able to burn bright because the Maccabees had taken care of the hidden things. The occasional encounters or the slick packaging don’t bring satisfaction: It is the solid, deep, repetitive experiences in relationships which touch so many chords of our being that bring us ultimate happiness, meaning, and satisfactions. It is not the new experiences, the new relationships which make us grow, but the constant rediscovery and renewal of the old ones. Yes, in Judaism we have no holiday for the building of the Temple ‑ only for its rebuilding. May we, everyday, rebuild, rededicate, and see the new and the beautiful and the shiny and the bright in the wisdom of the past and in our relationships of long standing.
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