SURVIVAL AND VISION
VAYIGASH 1980
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the main motifs or themes of this Sedra is survival, what it takes for the Jewish people to survive. Famine is raging in the land of Canaan and Jacob and his sons must leave. The first element that is necessary for Jewish survival is Areivus, responsibility. Altogether, four things are necessary for Jewish survival. Areivus is the willingness of one Jew to sacrifice for another, for all Jews to realize that they are responsible for one another. Vayigash Yehuda and Judah step forward. Judah was willing to endanger himself to save his brother, Benjamin. There are many reasons given why Joseph tested his brothers the way he did but one of the major ones is that Joseph wanted to see whether the brothers could survive in Egypt. They could only do so if they felt responsible for one another. The word Areivus in Hebrew in the same word as the word for signing a note. When you sign a note for someone else, you do not receive any money, but when the other person defaults, you pay. Every Jew must be willing to pay for every other Jew. In our day, we see the Jewish Federations assuming this role.
The second element necessary for Jewish survival is enunciated when Jacob is about to leave the land of Canaan for Egypt. He sacrifices to G‑d in Beersheba and G‑d said to Israel in the visions of night, “Jacob, Jacob”. He referred to him as Jacob not Israel. We Jews must remember that we are always a minority, that our visions of the future differ from the visions of others, that we must have Jewish dreams. The world around us knows that we are different. Even today, they say G‑d does not hear our prayers. Many Jews think that Jewish visions are parochial, too narrow. Unfortunately, many Jews are in the vanguard of all sorts of movements which eventually end in despair. G‑d told Jacob, “I will go down with you to Egypt and I will surely bring you up and Joseph will put his hand on your eyes.” What is so important about Joseph putting his hand on his eyes? Joseph will see the same visions as his father. He will put his hand on these visions because he had all the modern technology of the time. Being modern, though, did not mean that he would forsake Jewish visions.
The third and perhaps most important element in Jewish survival is stated when Jacob sent Judah before him to Joseph L’haros, to show before him Goshen. L’haros in Hebrew also means to teach. It is the same word as Torah and Moreh. Jacob knew that schools had to be established to teach Jewish values if Judaism was to survive. We see, too, in our day that without Jewish schools Judaism has a hard time surviving. Already the intermarriage rate is 51%. We need Jewish day schools. Only such types of schools can give young people enough education to withstand the onslaught on non-Jewish ideas and ideals.
Fourth, Jews must contribute to the country in which they live. They must be supportive members of society helping the society develop. We must do this for our own self-respect and also to show we are part of humanity. Joseph made great contributions to Egypt but still retained his Jewish identity. Too often, these four points are forgotten or only part of them are implemented. Without Jewish visions, Jewish dreams, and Jewish education all else falls by the wayside. An apropos story concerns a man who joined a parachute club. He was instructed to put his right hand on his left hip and pull the cord. If that did not work, he was to count to five and put his left hand on his right hip and pull the cord. Trucks would be waiting below to take him back. About a group of 25 went on the airplane and the man was number 11. He put his right hand on his left hip and pulled the cord. Nothing happened. Then he was heard saying, “How do you like this? I bet the trucks won’t be down there either.” Unless we have Jewish vision all else does not matter.
FORCES VS. LOYALTIES
VAYIGASH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayigash, we learn the basic Jewish view of what is required for a happy and satisfying life. In life, we will always be confronted by many conflicting pulls. We must learn how to balance them. Tension will always exist in life. We do not believe in a religion of peace of mind. We must learn how to balance the various forces that are pulling on us so that we can lead a decent and good life. In Judaism, the word for character is Midot, which means measurement. Things when they exceed their bounds burst and limits become evil.

In the Western world, a great emphasis is placed on love. Love is supposed to purify and redeem everything. This is, of course, the basic Christian concept, that if you passively accept Jesus’ love, you will be redeemed. Western civilization is basically a Christian civilization. If you study English literature, you are really studying theology. The modern world has taken this concept and instead of referring to it as a love beyond man has referred to it as a love from other people. Love conquers all. People must have love. Now it does not even make any difference which sex. Love, however, can be a very destructive force. It is not always a positive force. The French write a lot about this. There is a famous French story about a woman who fell in love with a man. She had a child. The man said that to prove her love, she should throw her child out of a five-story window. She did. This is a terrible thing. Love must be kept within bounds, too.
In the Torah portion, Vayigash, we learn how Judah steps forward to save his brother, Benjamin. He does the exact opposite thing he did for Joseph. Judah has learned a lot. Why did the brothers hate Joseph so much? They hated him not primarily because he was a tattletale and showoff but because he was taking their father’s love. He was preventing them from receiving their father’s love. They thought if they could get rid of Joseph, they could have their father’s love. Things did not work out that way.
Their father sunk into despair. They were overwhelmed with guilt. Judah learned that sometimes you have to say no to love. Sometimes you have to learn to say I do not know even though you will lose the appreciation and good will of the person to whom you are talking.
In life, we have many loyalties. We have responsibilities to parents, to traditions, to children, to family, to job, to spouses. It is not easy and sometimes we have to say no or I do not know or I am wrong. The whole argument people bring up about dual loyalty is simple-minded, because in life we have many loyalties. We have loyalty to conscience, to country, to family, etc. Judah, when he steps forward to take Benjamin’s place, says that he would be better in three areas than Benjamin for Joseph. He has strength. He can fight better. He can serve better. What do we mean by strength? The word Gevura in Hebrew means the ability to say I do not know, the ability to say no, the ability to admit something that is wrong and say I did it even if this will cost you appreciation and love of others. Love will not always redeem. We have to balance all the forces on us to lead happy and good lives. In today’s world, parents cannot tell anything to children if they want to intermarry, because love conquers all. They have not been trained to feel they have a responsibility to their tradition or their family or their religion, etc. In life, there are many loyalties. We must learn to handle them all.
At the end of this Torah portion, we learn how Joseph handled the last years of the famine. We learn how he bought the land and the people of Egypt, themselves, how he moved them from one end of the country to the other. He actually lowered their taxes to only 20%. The rabbis ask why should this be in the Torah? The Torah does not tell us all things about Egyptian politics and matters of state. The answer is that Joseph made a terrible mistake. He was very loyal to Pharaoh and what he did strengthened the monarchy and probably destroyed the Egyptian nobility, but it set the stage for the later slavery. This was good for Pharaoh but not for all Egyptians. We all have to balance all out loyalties. There is a story the invariably tell in class about a teacher who always asked his students what happens if you had a dream and in the dream you were in a lifeboat with your mother and your father and your brothers and your sisters and teacher and mayor and the president. The lifeboat overturned and only you had a lifejacket. You could save only one person. What would you do? One student from the back would always raise his hand and say, “I know what I would do. I would wake up.” That’s Judaism’s attitude, too. We are never to put ourselves in a position where we must choose. We must balance all of our loyalties.

RESPONSIBILITIES, EVIL INTENTS, GOOD RESPONSES
VAYIGASH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In this week’s Torah portion, Vayigash, Joseph reveals himself to his brothers and he said, “I am Joseph, your brother, whom you sold into Egypt. Now do not be sad and do not become angry in your eyes that you sold me here because in order to preserve life did G‑d send me before you.” Joseph continues to tell his brothers not to worry because ‘God has sent me before you and to cause you to live and for great deliverance’. Joseph, of course, has adopted a very forgiving attitude toward his brothers. However, what he says here raises some very profound questions. Many times when we attempt to do evil, the attempt turns out good; other times when we intend to do good, the intent turns out bad.

All too often in the objective world, things are not always clear-cut. Sometimes we intend to do evil and the result is good. For example, all of us here in this room whose ancestors have come from Poland, Russian, Lithuania, Latvia, Ukraine owe their lives to Tzar Nicholas. If Tzar Nicholas had not started pogroms, which caused all our ancestors to come to America, Hitler would have killed us all. Tzar Nicholas, by killing a few hundred Jews, saved millions. None of us here are going to run out and put up a statue to Tzar Nicholas. He did not want to save Jews. He wanted to kill Jews. G‑d can use the evil we do and turn it to good. That’s why on Yom Kippur we even ask that G‑d will turn our Tzedonos, our willful sins, into merits.

I am reminded of a story that happened to several of my friends. One of my friends was a stockbroker. He was mad at my other friend because he had dated his girlfriend and eventually married her. When my friend went to the stockbroker for advice on the market, he gave him all the worst kind of advice imaginable. The stock market, though, being what it is, my friend made a million dollars. He was so grateful that he gave my stockbroker friend a Cadillac. The stockbroker was fit to be tied he felt so guilty, and he did not know what to do.

How many times have each of us said things that we thought were helpful and were nice and someone said, but you don’t know, the baby died, or the girl is sick, or this one committed suicide, etc. You mean well but it comes out bad. When we speak about a person doing evil but the result is good refers only to the objective world, but not the subjective world. The evil still remains an evil. Look at all the anguish and troubles the brothers caused by selling Joseph. How could they make up for the 22 years of grief and troubles they gave their father or the hard life they gave Joseph until he rose to the top? G‑d could have brought the Jewish people to Egypt another way. He did not have to do it this way. Look at all the heartache and grief and strife and anguish the immigrant move from Russia caused our parents and grandparents. It could have been done another way. Joseph, when he returns to the brothers, said, “Do not be sad and do not be angry.”

When we do evil things, our response can be one of two things: Either the responses can be sad because the consequences of our acts are tragic or the responses can be anger because the consequences of our acts are good and our guilt is overwhelming.

In this week’s Torah portion, we read how Judah stepped forward. Judah became the leader of the Jewish people because he was willing to take responsibility. He was even willing to take responsibility when things turned out right, but he knew he had intended wrong. He did not rationalize and fool himself like many, even brilliant people, do. Judah was the fourth son. In fact, take the first letters of the first four sons of Leah, and you will come out with the word Israel. The Raysh and Aleph from Reuven, the Shin from Shimon, the Lamed from Levi, and the Yud from Yehuda. A true son of Israel is supposed to see and hear and accompany and praise. That’s what those names mean. We are supposed to see and hear what we have done. We are not supposed to fool ourselves and rationalize.

In the Haphtorah, we read how Ezekiel tells us that the tree of Joseph and the tree of Judah will be united ‑ the brilliance of Joseph and the courage of Judah. We speak about two kinds of power. We ask G‑d to give us Koach and Gevura. Koach stands for strength, brilliance, etc., but that’s not enough unless we also have Gevura, the courage to face life and to accept responsibility for the pain and suffering we cause even though everything in the end turns out all right. We say “ Vayigash Yehuda” “and Judah stepped forward”. The word, Vayigash, itself, tells us how we are supposed to step forward. The Va stands for being tied to others. The Yud stands for there is a G‑d. The Gimel stands for deeds of kindness, and the Shin stands for doing deeds of kindness with joy and observing how they are going to come out.

May we all be blessed with the brilliance of Joseph and the courage of Judah, and may we never fool ourselves, but always take responsibility for our acts. Take the story about the early days of Israel when one official decided to have a dog contest. Let all breeds come and be judged. It would be good for tourism. Another official looked at the first one and said, “Fine, but we don’t have any dogs in Israel that can compete.” The first one said, “Yes, but I plan to enter my dog.” The official said, “But, your dog is just a mutt.” He answered, “I know, I don’t expect him to win, but look at all the contacts he will make.” In life, we should not be interested in contacts we can make and social climbing, but in doing right and taking responsibility for our acts.

TOGETHERNESS AND SHARING
VAYIGASH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

At a Melava Malka, it is customary to sing Eliahu HaNovi, the song which speaks about the coming of Elijah, the Prophet, who will signal the advent of the Mashiach. We are all now leaving the Shabbos atmosphere of peace and serenity and are ready to plunge into the world of trouble, confusion, and struggle. We yearn for the day when all our days will be a Shabbos - serene and filled with good things.

Today is also Shabbos Chanukah and we note with interest that the letters of the Chanukah dreidle also stand for the Mashiach. The Gematria or numerical equivalent of the letters which make up the word Mashiach are 358. The letters Nun, Gimel, Hayah, and Shin which are on the dreidle also stand for 358. Curious - the dreidle, a simple little gambling game, should be associated with the Mashiach, but if we look closely at what we do when we play dreidle, we will see what is necessary to help us bring the Mashiach.

In the game of the dreidle, we all sit together and cooperate. We abide by the rules and we end up having a good time. This the keynote, too, of the Melava Malka. We all come together and share friendship. We all feel responsible for one another. That is the whole key to help bring the Mashiach.

In this week’s Torah portion, we learn “Vayigash Yehuda”, “and Yehuda stepped forward”. Before, when the brothers were planning to kill Joseph, it says “and they saw him ‘Me Rohok’ “, “they saw him from afar”. They did not come to know him. They really did not understand him. That’s why they hated him.

When the brothers are reconciled, it says “Vayigash”, “and he approached”. We all have to work together to make our way in the world and to help bring the Mashiach. Later on, we read how Jacob sent Yehuda ahead to show the way before him to Goshen. That word also means L’Harot, to teach, but fittingly the letters in the word Goshen, are the same letters that appear on the dreidle. Judah was to show them how to work together, how to live together , how to enjoy themselves together because in this way they could make their way in the world, they would be able to withstand all of life’s problems, and they would be able to bring the Mashiach. May the Mashiach come soon. Beem Hara B’Mayanu. Amen.

ADJUDICATE, NOT MANIPULATE
VAYIGASH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In this Torah portion, Vayigash, Joseph reveals himself to his brothers. Joseph shows that he can be forgiving. He had arranged to have his brothers defend another one of Rachel’s sons who was beloved by their father. The brothers this time did not permit one of Rachel’s sons to be sold into slavery, but Judah was even willing to become a slave in his place. This was jus the opposite of the brothers’ behavior toward Joseph. It is easy to sympathize with Joseph, perhaps Joseph was entitled to get back some at his brothers.

Many people reading this story are left with a cold feeling toward Joseph. Joseph might have been entitled to a certain amount of paying back to his brothers, but the events of this story look like Joseph was trying to play G‑d. He was not play straight with the brothers. If, when they had come to see him, he had bawled them out and even kept them in jail for a few days, it would be understandable, but he cause them a lot of pain and anguish, pain and anguish not only to themselves, but also to their families and to his father. He accused them of stealing his goblet when he, himself, had ordered that it be placed in Benjamin’s bag. He acted like a super manipulator. What’s more, we learn that it is not Joseph who was given leadership in Israel, but Judah.

Why should this have been so since Joseph was so much smarter and had more initiative and since Joseph was pure sexually and in other ways from Judah? He was more of a Tzaddik, yet neither Joseph nor his descendants were chosen to lead the Jewish people, but Judah and his descendants were. King David came from Judah’s descendants, not Joseph’s. Perhaps the reason is because Joseph was a manipulator. He manipulated people even if it was for their own good and not his, but he was a manipulator. Joseph ruled Egypt for close to 80 years, yet the only incident we learn about his rule is when in the second year of the famine, the people’s money and cattle had run out. They had tried to store grain during the years of plenty but, because they did not know how to protect it properly, it rotted or insects consumed it. Joseph was a smart man and stored the grain in the correct way so it was fresh and ready to eat. When the people languished for food, Joseph made then a proposition. He would buy their land and they would have to pay on 20% tax to the king. This was actually a good deal for the people because they only had to pay 20% tax, but he moved them off their lands onto other lands so that the king’s title to the land would be complete. This destroyed the nobility. It strengthened Pharaoh immensely. Joseph had served his master well, but by manipulating the people and destroying the nobility, he ended up creating a king almost all-powerful and conditions, which made it easy to later enslave the Jewish people. As it says, °Vayochom Melech Chodosh Hasher Lo Yoda Es YoseY’ “and a new king arose who did not know Joseph”.

Sometimes a person can be too mart. You can be an Uberchochom. You can manipulate people so much that they hate you and dislike you. We are taught not to take advantage of people. When you have a person over a barrel, you should not kick him in the teeth. You will only be hated later on. Many times youngsters will come to me furious at their parents. They know that they have been manipulated, but they are not smart enough to stop what is going on. They want to get back, though, at their parents sometimes by doing bad things like shoplifting. They want to disgrace their family because they feel that they have been manipulated. They hate it, but they do not know how to stop it. Life is not a chess game where we manipulate people into making moves which will in the end cause them to lose or become impotent.

Many times people are very foolish. They believe that because someone does not answer them back, they have convinced them. Many times people do not answer back not because they agree with you or they want to let you manipulate them, but because they are not smart enough to give you a comeback. They do not agree with you. They just feel embarrassed and stop because they cannot answer you, but they do not agree with you.

Many times people who like to manipulate others think that because people have not answered them, they agree with them. They are the ones who are actually stupid. The same people who like to manipulate others cannot understand why other people who like to manipulate others cannot understand why other people do not like or trust them. Other people are basically afraid of them because they do not want to be manipulated. They do not like them because they are forced to do things they do not want to do. They are forced to admit things that they do not want to admit, but they are not going to follow through on them because even though they do not have an answer, they know they are still right. They know that they are just being tricked.

In the government, the army, and in many large corporations, there are two types of positions: a staff position and a line position. A line position is one who actually does the work. A staff position is one who gives advice to the line position. Ultimate responsibility, though, rests with the line position. President Reagan is in a line position. The National Security Advisor is in a staff position. In England, the ultimate staff position is to be someone’s butler or maid. That’s why even positions in England which serve the King have such names as Lord Highchamberlain, the person who made the bed. They are people who have no power but whose access, advice, and fulfillment of personal needs give them great power.

Usually, these people in staff positions can get away with being manipulative more than a person in a line position. Joseph was really a staff person. He owed his power directly to Pharaoh. He was Pharaoh’s advisor. Pharaoh could dismiss him at any time. He was not really a line person, a leader of men. His manipulations leave us cold when we read how he manipulated his brothers into bowing before him, etc. The brothers never trusted him. That’s why after his father’s death they even made up a lie that their father told Joseph to forgive them. Their father never even knew that the brothers had sold Joseph. Joseph could not lead the Jewish people because he did not maintain the trust of his brothers. Judah, on the other hand, admitted when he was wrong. He was straightforward. Even his mane signifies this. His name means to praise and to admit.

Many times people are manipulated because they do not want to admit when they are wrong. They cannot take criticism. They do not want to be blamed for things. Too often, you find this among children, children who are so smart they always have a fast answer for everything. Frequently, their parents think this is cute and they even encourage it. This is wrong because when that person grows up, people will not like him or trust him. A child who says, “Let’s forget about the past and think only about the future” to get out of admitting a mistake is harming himself.

Joseph could not be the ruler of the Jewish people because he was manipulator. I am reminded of a story of the woman who came to a matchmaker to arrange a match for her daughter. She said, “I want a man who is entertaining, who sings, who jokes, who comes home every night, and who shuts up when my daughter tells him to.” The matchmaker looked at her and said, “Madam, you don’t want a husband for your daughter, you want a TV set.” I say to everyone who tries to manipulate everyone else, you do not want to deal with human beings; you want to deal with a television set.

MITZVAHS: PRINCIPLES AND VALUES
VAYIGASH 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayigash, we learn how Judah steps forward to protect Benjamin from becoming a slave to the viceroy of Egypt. He offers to take the place of Benjamin. Yosef hears this, and unable to restrain himself, tells everyone to leave and announces to his brothers, “I am Yosef. Is my father still alive?” This seems very strange because the whole basis of Judah’s pleas was that Benjamin had to return to his father, otherwise, his father would die, that the soul of Yaacov was bound up on the soul of Benjamin. So how could Joseph say, “Is my father still alive?” when Judah had mentioned over and over again that unless the boy would go home that Jacob would die, so, therefore, he must take the place of Benjamin so that Benjamin could go back to his father? Yet, when Joseph reveals himself to his brothers, he declares, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?”

What’s more, in this Torah portion, too, we learn how Yaacov, when he decides to come down to Egypt, sends Judah ahead of him to set up a yeshiva. It says, “And Judah he sent before him to Joseph to show him the way before them to Goshen and they came to the land of Goshen.” Now the word Choros in Hebrew is the same word as Torah, which means teaching. It is the same word as Moreh, a teacher, so that this expression, the rabbis explain, means that Judah was sent ahead to start a school to enable the Jewish people to learn Torah in the land of Egypt. However, the question can be asked, why did Jacob have to send Judah ahead to form a yeshiva, a school? After all, Yosef was already there. He should have been able to form a yeshiva. He was the one who had all the power. He was the viceroy. He could have set up a wonderful school for them. Why did Yaacov have to send Judah ahead to set up the school? In fact, to look at the letters Goshna where the Jewish people lived in Goshen, you will find these are the same letters that are on the dreidle; Nun, Hay, Gimel, Shin. The rabbis advise that these letters add up to 358, the same numerical equivalent of the word Mashiach or the Messiah because Mashiach will come when the Jewish people unite around learning Torah. Moreover, why do we play dreidle using these letters? Because during the time of the Maccabees, the Jewish people were prohibited from learning Torah, but the Jewish children went out to the woods and pretended they were gambling when all the time they were really learning Torah. When a soldier would come, they would take out their dreidles and say they were just gambling and doing anything else. The Syrian-Greek soldier would join them in the game. Also, you cannot play dreidle by yourself. You have to play with a group. The Jewish people showed that they are united.

What’s more, too, when Judah steps forward to try to change the viceroy’s mind so that Benjamin should not become a slave, what happened to Benjamin? Benjamin, after all, was not a young kid. He was only a few years younger than Yosef. He was already a father of 10 children, so why didn’t he step forward? Why didn’t he defend himself? Why did Judah have to step forward?

I think that we can understand the answers to these questions if we understand a radical transformation, which has befallen the Jewish community of America. Throughout all Jewish history, a religious Jew was one who kept the mitzvahs. He kept the mitzvahs between man and man and between man and G‑d. That was the definition of a religious Jew. In America, however, the definition of a religious Jew is one who pays dues to a congregation, one who supports Jewish institutions. This has led to a great deal of assimilation in the Jewish community where we have 52% inter-marriage, and this does not count Jews who marry converts; I consider a convert a Jew. We see in America an alarming degree of assimilation. In fact, in my brother’s city of Charleston, South Carolina a few years back, they celebrated the 350th anniversary of an organized Jewish community. They found only one Jew was still a Jew who was a descendant of those original founders. Oh, there were plenty of other people in town who were descended from the original founders of the Jewish community, but none of then were Jews.

It seems in America we cannot reproduce ourselves. I am not talking physically but spiritually ‑ for some reason we Jews cannot seem to reproduce ourselves spiritually. So many fine Jews have contributed so many wonderful things to our community, to community projects: Ben Taub Hospital, the symphony, and other things, yet, these Jews cannot seem to reproduce themselves as Jews. Their children and grandchildren are not found in synagogues but are found in churches if they are found in any houses of worship. So we see that the Jewish emphasis on Judaism by belonging to Jewish institutions is many times misplaced because a Jew throughout the generations has been considered a religious Jew if he keeps the Torah and mitzvahs. In Europe, though, Jews were scattered in small towns with one family, two families, three families, and therefore had not trouble maintaining their Jewish identity. They only got together on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur to form a minyan, but they did not have any problem with assimilation.

In fact, sometimes it makes me a little bit surprised when I hear people comment how Russian Jews who came to this country ten years ago are not religious. Why aren’t they religious? Because they do not belong to a synagogue. The truth be told, many of them are much more religious than Jews who are American born because they light candles Friday night and keep all the Jewish holidays and want a Jewish burial; and we see that they still conform, in a large measure, to the Jewish definition of what a Jew is: one who keeps mitzvahs between man and man and man and G‑d. Many times Israelis will come here and say they are not religious. They make kiddush Friday night, they do not eat any chometz on Pesach, they fast on Yom Kippur, but they say they are not religious. Actually, by American standards, they are Ultra-Orthodox. The reason they say they are not religious is they do not observe all the mitzvahs. In America today, we have neglected to be personally committed to doing mitzvahs. We must have personal commitment if Judaism is to survive.

This is exactly why Joseph asked the question, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?” He knew his father was physically alive, but that was not the question here. The question was, is my father still the man who is going to be concerned with me, who is going to learn with me, who is going to teach me by personal example, who is going to show me what Judaism is all about, or has he withdrawn from all these things? Is he no longer interested in personally teaching his own children, being involved with his children, and being an example for them? That is, too, why he sent Judah ahead to set up a yeshiva because Judah was a person who could prepare a curricula that would suit Jacob and his children and his grandchildren. Joseph had already been in Egypt for 22 years. He spoke a different language, had a different culture. He would not be able to empathize, sympathize and communicate with his nephews, nieces, grandnephews, and grandnieces.

That is the mistake that the Jews made when they came from Europe to America. They tried to re-establish the same type of institutional structure that they had in Europe and it just would not work because the Jews in America would not speak Yiddish. They are not going to wear a different type of dress than the people around them, and there are different cultural mores here. When it comes to the Jewish religion it is not gefilte fish, Yiddish, or bales and lox that makes us religious Jews. Maimonides never spoke a word of Yiddish. He never ate gefilte fish and he never enjoyed bagels and lox. What makes us Jews are the religious principles and values we stand for and these must be presented in a way in which our youngsters can understand them in our cultural milieu. Judah had to go ahead and make a school because he was able and capable of presenting the values and principles of our religion that the youth who were coming from Canaan could understand. Joseph was not able to do this, although Joseph raised his own children as observant Jews, but were raised in the Egyptian environment and taught through the Egyptian cultural medium. Today, too, when we teach our children, it is wonderful that we have puzzles, games, music, computers and everything to teach Judaism because these are things to which our kids relate. All those who would put out such publications as “Noah’s Ark”, etc. should be publicly commended.

Why is it, though, that Benjamin did not stand up for himself? Benjamin was completely befuddled by the whole process. He could not understand what was going on. Judah knew about the selling of Joseph. Judah knew that Joseph was a slave in Egypt. Judah knew that somehow justice was being done for their past misdeeds. Benjamin did not have any idea what was going on. This, unfortunately, is the way with most American Jews today ‑ they have not been reached at all by Jewish values or their Jewish religious principles. They are completely outside the loop and this is why we must produce material which relates the message of Judaism to boys and girls who grow up in America and understand things through American cultural eyes.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a person who received a paycheck every two weeks and used to see $400 clear every two weeks. One week he received his paycheck and got $800. He thought the computer made a mistake, so he put the money in his pocket. The next paycheck he got $373. He was mad and went up to his boss and told him, “What’s going on here? How come I only got this amount of money?” The boss said, “Well, why didn’t you complain last paycheck when you got $800” He said, “Well, one mistake I can forgive but not two.” In America, it is wonderful that we have these beautiful institutions but that is not enough. We also need to have personal commitment to the mitzvahs. We have to answer the question of Joseph, “Is my father still alive?” Do we have personal models of people who are committed to the Jewish ideal? Do we have people with whom we can identify? Are parents engaged in learning with their children? Do parents take their children to shul on all the Jewish holidays, including Shavuos, the holiday on which we received the Torah and which is, of course, greatly neglected in America? Is there a Jewish father willing to sacrifice for his religion and show by his example willingness to sacrifice for his religion he does not put business meetings ahead of coming to shul? Parents who do not put social pleasure ahead of Jewish observance? This is the type of father we need. It is important that we have institutions, but the most important thing is that a Jew should be committed to do mitzvahs between man and man and between man and G‑d.

Yes, we make a mistake in the beginning when we thought we could create Jewish institutions and that would be enough, but we cannot make a second mistake. We cannot continue on this path. True, we must have Jewish institutions but they are not the most important thing. The most important thing is that each of us be committed to the mitzvhs between man and man and between man and G‑d. Let us be the parents that we should to our children or the grandparent to our grandchildren: that we should show by our own personal example that the mitzvahs between man and man and between man and G‑d change our lives and make us better people. Let us all hope and pray that we will all do so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

JOSEPH’S TREASURES: GUIDELINES FOR ISRAEL’S FUTURE
VAYIGASH 1994
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah, Vayigash, we learn how Joseph is a skilled administrator in Egypt. We learn how he completely reorganized Egyptian society, how he used the famine to increase Pharaoh’s power and to destroy the nobility, and to switch the people around in the land. He actually lightened the people’s load by giving them only a 20% tax rate, a lower tax rate than we have here today in America. We learn how in exchange for giving them grain, he bought their cattle and their land and even, so to speak, bought the people forcing them to move to different locations to till land which now belonged to Pharaoh. The rabbis all ask why the people did not store grain. Didn’t they believe Joseph was telling them the truth? The answer was they did try to store grain, but storing grain is a very difficult procedure. If stored incorrectly, the grain will rot. In fact, in Africa today there is no reason for the famine, which periodically visits the countries of Africa, because they have enough grain but they do not have the transportation to deliver it. Also, they do not store it properly so the rats eat most of it and much of it rots, and therefore, famine results. Joseph was a skilled administrator and a good servant of Pharaoh. He looked out for Pharaoh’s interests. The rabbis ask why we learn this at all in the Torah. After all, the Torah is not a book about Egyptian history. Why should we learn this episode of Egyptian history here in this Torah portion?

In addition, when Joseph reveals himself to his brothers, he tells them, first of all, they should not worry, G‑d has seen fit to turn the evil they intended to good, and he was sent to be a life-saving force for them. Since they, in a similar situation, had protected a favored brother instead of trying to sell a favored brother, G‑d should accept their Teshuvah and things should be all right. Then he tells them, “Now you did not send me here but G‑d and He placed me as a father to Pharaoh, a master to all his household and a ruler in all of Egypt.” What does this mean, “a father to Pharaoh and a master to all his household and a ruler in all the land of Egypt”?

There are actually three different roles people play when they have power and when they give advice. A father almost always, especially if he is a good father, gives advice to his children for their benefit. It may not benefit the father. In fact, it may be to the detriment of the father, but a father always wants the best for his children. Therefore, he would give them good advice. For example, a father may advise a son to take a certain job and go to a certain area which means the son will separate himself from the father. The father will not have the benefit of his company and his talents in his own business. Therefore, when a person gives advice as a father, usually he is not concerned at all about his own interests. He is only concerned about the interests of his son. The same thing is true here when Joseph said he was a father to Pharaoh, meaning he was only concerned about the well-being of Pharaoh and his interests. He was not really concerned about his own interests.

When later it says he is a master to all his household, this is similar to an employee/employer relationship. In an employee/employer relationship, they both are doing things for their own interests. In other words, an employer only employs somebody to make money off him or her. If he cannot make money off them, then he lets them go. This has caused a great deal of trouble in America today because so many people feel betrayed. They give their utmost to their company and are extremely loyal working extra hours - - many times without additional compensation, then when a new invention comes, troubles beset the industry and they are laid off without any type of compunction. Certain companies try to be very loyal to their employees, in Japan that was almost a creed but Japan is getting rid of that system, too. The truth of the matter is companies still expect total loyalty from their employees and expect them to go all out to make the company profitable. Yet, on the other hand, if the company sees the employee as expendable or it is not making enough profit on the employee, it will let him go. Therefore, you cannot expect today employees to give 100% to their boss. They have to take care of themselves. Maybe they should give 70% and spend 30% pursuing their own interests so in case they are laid off, they will have something else to do. Whereas, the father does things not in his interests but in the interests of his son, an employer or master does things both in the employee’s interests and his interests but ultimately will give more weight to his interests.

Then you have a ruler, and a ruler for the country does not really take into account individual interests. He really should not almost. He has to take into account what is good for the country and many times what is good for the country is bad for an individual or individual business. We have all seen this today in the GAT agreement, which was recently passed, and the NAFTA, which was passed last year. All the economists say this is wonderful for the country, the GAT agreement is going to cause an average rise of $1700 per person, trade is going to increase, and wealth is going to increase in America. However, if this is so, why is anybody fighting GAT? Why did anybody fight it? The answer is it may be good for the country but not good for the individuals in that country. They are going to be completely wiped out. They are going to have to get into a new field. They are going to lose all their wealth and have to be retrained.

The textile industry is probably doomed in America because of GAT, which is why the senators from the textile states fought it so hard. We suspect other industries may also be doomed, but the industries that are going to flourish will more than compensate for this occurrence. Therefore, a ruler does not really take into account at all the interests of his individual subjects. He is interested in what is good for his country. When countries or people within countries are only interested in their own good and not the country’s good, then the country flounders and becomes very weak. This is what has happened in Central and South America up until very recently.

So we see here when Joseph told his brothers to bring news of his survival to their father, he also told them to tell Jacob he was a father to Pharaoh, a master to all his household, and a ruler in all the land of Egypt, but the brothers did not do so. Instead, when the brothers came to Jacob, they said, “Joseph is alive and he is the ruler in all of Egypt.” They did not say anything about his being a father to Pharaoh or being a master to his household. It says, “And Jacob’s heart became weak.” In other words, Jacob almost fainted because he did not believe them. Why wouldn’t he believe them? Because, could this be his Joseph? Had Joseph now become such a megalomaniac that all he was interested in was what he thought was the bigger picture, he had no sympathy for the individual, no consideration of what was good for anybody else, only for what he thought was good for the country? This could not be his Joseph. Therefore, his heart fainted. Later when it says, “And they told him all the words of Joseph”, then he revived because then he realized that could be Joseph. Joseph was also interested in the best interests of others, the best interest of himself, and for the people of Egypt, as well as being a ruler. Jacob recognized this Joseph. Therefore, then he said, “I want to go down and see Joseph before I die.” Of course, he asked G‑d’s permission for and G‑d said he should go.

The question here is why was it so important Joseph tell his brothers he was a father to Pharaoh, a master to all his household and a ruler in Egypt? Any why is it we have to learn how Joseph reorganized Egyptian society? I think we can understand this if we understand a particular Medrash, which says Joseph had three treasures: one of the treasures was found by Korach; the second treasure was found by Antonius, a Roman caesar and a Roman emperor, the companion of Rabbi Yehuda HaNosi; and the third treasure is stored up for the world to come. Now, of course, you can interpret this Medrash literally, because we have the expression a person is rich like a Korach, as they in Yiddish. And we also know Antonius was a rich emperor, and there is a third treasure of great wealth yet to be discovered in Messianic times. However, the rabbis say there is more to this than that. The three treasures Joseph left behind are the three great lessons of Joseph’s life and these are the treasures we Jewish people should always remember.

The first treasure was the treasure Korach found but disregarded the importance of unity. The Jewish people suffered in Egypt because they had sold Joseph into slavery and they could not become united until they all suffered slavery and realized what slavery was; it was enmity between brothers, not speaking correctly to brothers, and trying to stir one brother against another which caused calamity to come upon the Jewish people. Korach did not learn this lesson. What did he do? He tried to stir up trouble against Moshe by using all sorts of phrases against him. “Aren’t all the people holy? Why do you lift yourself above the people, Moshe?” Therefore, the first treasure of Joseph, Korach really did not take to heart. The second treasure was the fact Joseph was the ruler of Egypt and he helped centralize all power to Pharaoh’s hands. Of course, Joseph thought at the time he was doing a good thing, but it turned out this is what really caused the slavery to come to the Jewish people so easily. The Egyptians were not willing to stand up for the Jews. After all, Joseph was the one who had moved them out of their original habitations, Joseph who had bought their land. Yes, he gave them a favorable tax rate, but they were not so interested in sticking up for the Jews because, in effect, Joseph had destroyed the power of the nobility and much of their own power as well even though it may have been for their own material benefit. Therefore, Joseph gave us another lesson, to make sure when you deal with ruling powers you do not do things just for their benefit. Look out and make sure things should be for your benefit as well. In fact, we Jews have made this mistake throughout history. In the time when we lived in Poland, we had it very good for 500 years until the Chelminiski rebellion in 1648. The Poles ruled all the way from the Baltic to the Black Sea, they rule the Ukraine and we were their tax collectors and their middle class and we were the ones who helped them rule the Ukraine. When the Ukrainians, being Greek Orthodox, revolted under Chelminiski, they killed a third of all the Jews who lived in Poland at that time. They took out their wrath against us and were able to make peace later on with the Poles, who were Roman Catholic, but we suffered because we were too good servants to our master. What we tried to do was only in their interests, too.

Joseph gave a great lesson to us all: When we are working for foreign powers, don’t be too good. Don’t just look out for their interests. Look out for our interests now, too. This is, of course, something we should all take to heart today. We know right now that the Nobel Prize is being awarded to Shimon Peres, Yitzchak Rabin, and to Yasser Arafat. They asked Peres, just recently, why he was so quick to make this agreement with Arafat. He said, “Well, you know the peoples of the world wanted us to do it and we were afraid maybe we would have a boycott against us and things would be bad economically for us and so, therefore, I thought this was a good thing to do.” In fact, he talked in favor of continuing the agreement, going even further despite the Israeli intelligence services advising to go without making some changes in the agreement would be a mistake. He is very sensitive to make sure Israel will have a good reputation in the world and will do what the world really wants us to do. However, we have to be very careful because no one is going to lift a finger to help us if things turn out to be wrong. If things do not turn out the way we want them to turn out, if there should be a new war, if this brings us close to war than it does to peace, then we really have to be very, very careful because most of the world would rather we had disappeared. Most of the world says we accomplished everything we could accomplish 2000 years ago and we should have disappeared. Therefore, Joseph made a mistake, and the second great treasure he gave us was he should not have been a father to Pharaoh. He should have done what was good for Pharaoh and what was good for us. He was wrong to be a father to Pharaoh. He should have been a father for his own sons, for his own people, but he should have been like an employee for Pharaoh, doing what is good for Pharaoh and also what is good for him.

The third treasure Joseph left us was the dreams, the hopes, that in spite of everything going on right now, we hope it will all turn out for the good. Peace with Jordan is fortuitous, but Jordan is ruled by a king who is very sick and could die tomorrow, and the agreement could be null overnight. All these other nations have recognized Israel is wonderful but after the Six Day War broke out, all 50 nations broke relations with Israel overnight. Therefore, these may be just ephemeral achievements and not durable achievements. We hope they are durable achievements, but the most important thing to remember is no matter what happens, Jewish dreams will come true. There will be peace, harmony, and brotherhood in the world. Joseph’s third great treasure he gave us is, in spite of everything maintain your dreams. Maintain your Jewish dreams. This is the most important thing of all.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was having trouble with his wife. He was having psychological problems, wasn’t talking, wasn’t communicating, so his wife sent him to a psychiatrist. The doctor asked him to lie down on the couch. He would not talk much with his wife and he was carrying on and doing things, which were not always in his best interests. The psychiatrist said, “Do you have anything to tell me?” The man said he didn’t and fell asleep. After 45 minutes the psychiatrist tapped him on the shoulder and said, “That will be $150, please.” The same thing happened on Wednesday and on Friday and the next week on Monday, he came in, laid down, and the psychiatrist asked him, “Do you have anything to say?” This time the man said, “Yes, I have something to say.” The psychiatrist was very pleased and asked what it was. The man said, “Do you need a partner?”

Unfortunately, it looks like the leadership in Israel is not listening to the problems they are entering into. They want to ignore them, to sleep through them. Perhaps it is the money being waved in front of them by the American government causing them to be lulled into a false sense of security, but let’s all hope and pray they will always remember the lessons of Joseph, they will always remember the great treasures he gave us. What are they? There must be Jewish unity. You cannot have Jewish leaders, and I have mentioned this before, who speak badly about other Jews in the most crass way. Rabin should have talked to the settlers and told them, “You have done a wonderful thing by settling here. It is because of your settlements the Arabs are willing to come to the peace table, Arafat is willing to come and talk, but now I am asking another sacrifice of you. You may have to move again, but you have done a wonderful thing,” instead of calling them mamzers and killers of peace. This is not the way to talk. This is the way to start hatred among the Jews. These leaders are not listening to the first treasure Joseph gave us, unity, which is to realize the importance of every Jew. Joseph’s second great treasure was to remind us not to over-rely on the nations of the world. It is nice to please the nations of the world but we have to do what is not only in their interests but also what is in our interests, too. Finally, we should never give up our dreams and our hopes because eventually they will be realized. Eventually, the Mashiach will come and the world will be in peace and harmony and all of us will see, hear, and enjoy the fulfillment of all of Joseph’s dreams. May that day come soon. Amen.

WHAT’S PAST IS PAST
VAYIGASH 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah, Vayigash, we learn how Joseph reveals himself to his brothers. After Judah stepped forward and offered to take the place of Benjamin as a slave to Joseph so Benjamin could go back to his father because Judah knew anguish would overtake his father if Benjamin did not return, Joseph was unable to restrain himself anymore. He told everybody who was near him, “Leave,” and nobody stood with him when Joseph revealed himself to his brothers. The rabbis are dumbfounded by this. Many of them criticize Joseph roundly, because they ask how Joseph could have taken such a risk. After all, he had just accused the brothers of being spies earlier. He had imprisoned one of their numbers. He had just framed Benjamin. Wouldn’t the brothers now want to take revenge upon him and fall upon him? Even kill him? What’s more, some of the rabbis ask why he cried at this time. He did not cry when he was thrown into the pit, or when he was sold as a slave, or when he was framed by Potiphar’s wife and thrown into prison, but here he cried. The rabbis say the reason Joseph did this was not just to prove he was courageous, but to demonstrate to Pharaoh his brothers’ character. He now felt their pain. He knew the brothers were not really a bad lot. Yes, he suffered because of them. He was a slave because of them, but they did not kill him before and he did not think they would kill him now.

That is why it say, “And Joseph gave his voice in a cry and Egypt heard and the house of Pharaoh heard.” What difference does it make if the house of Pharaoh would hear? Joseph reasoned this way: He had to prove to Pharaoh that his brothers were truly good people, there was threat coming from them against Pharaoh’s regime if Pharaoh would let them stay in the land of Egypt. Joseph knew there were five more years of famine. He had to prepare for these five years. He had to support his family and make sure his father would come and be welcomed by Pharaoh. Therefore, one interpretation of why he went through this whole charade of accusing his brothers of being spies and having them bring Benjamin down and then framing Benjamin was Pharaoh would understand his brothers were good people and were no threat to his throne.

You can always tell a person, what his real character is, according to the Pirkei Avos, by three things: Kiso, Kaso, and Koso. This means you can tell what kind a person is by his pocketbook, Kiso. When a person has to put out some money, when a person has to spend some money, or lose some money, you can then tell whether he is a real friend or not a friend. Sometimes people say and do nasty things when it comes to money. You can tell them by Kaso, their anger. You can tell what a person is like when it comes to his anger, when gets angry and cannot control it. What he says and does, or B’Koso, in his cup ‑ some people get drunk and say and do things they should not do. In fact, I remember many years ago when I taught in the Seattle Hebrew School, there was a wonderful teacher who taught with me and I loved him, but on Purim he used to get drunk and then tell everybody off. He used to invite all the parents to his house and how he told everyone off! Of course, he did not last too long. When they asked him why he was doing this, he said he was telling them the truth. After his two‑year contract was up, he went to Chicago. We all know you can tell a person’s real character when the person is being tested; then his real character comes forth. Therefore, Joseph wanted to prove, according to this interpretation, his brothers were no threat to Pharaoh’s throne and they should be left to remain and settle in Egypt.

After Joseph said, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?” and the brothers were unable to answer him because they were frightened of him, Joseph said to his brothers, “Approach, please, to me.” They approached and he said, “I am Joseph your brother that you sold me to Egypt, and now do not be sad and do not be angry in your eyes because you sold me here because for life saving G‑d has sent me before you.” What does it mean, don’t be sad, don’t be angry in your eyes? What does that mean? He should say, don’t be embarrassed, don’t fight among yourselves, but what does he say here? He says, don’t be sad and don’t be angry in your eyes. You know according to many modern theories, one of the causes of depression is the misdirection of anger. We direct anger against ourselves. We are angry for our own misdeeds, and therefore, because we are angry with ourselves, we then become depressed. This is what he is talking about here. He is telling his brothers not to be depressed or angry with themselves. Yes, they meant to do evil and he told them they sold him there and they should be sorry for doing evil, but they had repented and done Teshuvah. That’s why it says now don’t be sad. Joseph went through all the charade of accusing them of being spies and framing Benjamin to prove to them that they were no longer the same people who sold him into Egypt. They had done Teshuvah and no longer had to constantly reprimand themselves, upbraid themselves. They should forget about the past and let it go. Why can you let it go? Because you have done Teshuvah. You came to a similar situation and did not act the way you did before. Joseph wanted to have a good relationship with them. Yes, they did evil before, did wrong before, but G‑d made sure that it did not turn out to be evil. It turned out to be good, but they did not have to be loaded up with this great sense of anger at themselves.

I remember the story of one of my friends. He was going with a girl and a second friend of mine did not know this, and he dated her and married her. My first friend was very angry. The second friend not only married the girl but also received an inheritance from his grandfather of several thousand dollars, and my first friend was a stockbroker. He did not know the second friend was unaware of his anger towards him. The second friend gave his money to the first friend to invest. The first friend was going to fix him by causing him to lose all his money in the stock market, but the way stock markets work, you really cannot predict them. Instead, he made my second friend a millionaire. He was so grateful to the first friend he bought him a car and my first friend felt very, very guilty for what he had done, even though he had made him a millionaire.

In this particular instance, Joseph is telling his brothers, you have done Teshuvah. You are not going to repeat the offenses of the past. Forget about them. Don’t be angry, and most surely, don’t blame other people for your problems. Some of the ways people handle their own anger at themselves is to try to divert it by blaming other people. They know it does not work because in their heart of hearts they know they were the one at fault and not the other person. It does no good to blame. So he says, don’t quarrel on the way. Don’t try to blame this one or that one. What happened in the past is past. Forget about it. How many times doe people come to my office with all sorts of problems from the past and they just cannot let go. They are not the same person anymore. They have done Teshuvah and are different people. Yes, in their youth they did these things. Yes, maybe they had done terrible things, swindled people, hurt people, but it is all finished now. They are not that type of person anymore and they should let go of the past and go on to the future. That is what Joseph is telling his brother. Forget about the past. Go on to the future. Why can I tell you this? Because you have done Teshuvah and you have proved it, and I have made sure you would know yourself because you stood forth and were ready to give yourselves over as slaves in exchange for Benjamin. You proved to yourselves, not to me, but to yourselves, that you have done Teshuvah, so continue on. Forget about the past. Let go.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a couple that was always arguing. The man told one of his friends, “You know, my wife and I, we always get historical when we argue.” The friend corrected him and said, “You mean, hysterical, don’t you?” He said, “No, historical, we talk about what happened 30 and 40 years ago.” The friend said, “You are right, you shouldn’t get historical.” When you fight, forget about the past, forget about the peccadilloes. Look to the future, especially if the Teshuvah has been done and these things have not been repeated and are not going to be repeated. Don’t worry about the past. Worry about the future. Let’s all hope and pray we will be able to do this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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