FAMILY: COMMITMENT, STANDARDS, ACCEPTANCE, BELONGING
VAYECHI 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Human beings are very complex. We need many things but what we need most is other people. Many times in our modern day, we take this for granted and we, even for nothing, destroy the basic relationships which nourish and sustain us. In our quest for temporary, ephemeral things or foolish, superficial goals, which ultimately do not fulfill, we destroy the basic structure of our lives, the family. The family is imperative for our emotional well-being. It provides us with the inner security we all need before we can reach out and achieve in this world.
The Jewish family used to be the envy of the world. Now, unfortunately, it is falling apart. There is not the feeling of family that there used to be. Not only are divorces today almost as numerous as marriages, but the bond between parents and children, cousins, grandparents, aunts, uncles, nephews, and nieces is growing weaker and in many cases is almost nonexistent. I recently overheard one young girl talking to another. She was telling her friend about how her mother had remarried and was describing her new daddy. The other girl interrupted and said, “Oh, you will like him. I had him last year.”
This comment underscores all of what is wrong with the values of many people today. In a family, we must have commitment, loyalty, standards, and a feeling of acceptance and permanent belonging. Human beings crave and need loyalty. I have often wondered why 50,000 or 100,000 people roar and cheer at a professional football game for their home team. They become very agitated and depressed if their team loses even if they have not bet on the game. Every human being wants to belong. Every human being has to display loyalty. It is the suppression of loyalty and the sense of belonging which has caused so much disorientation today. Belonging means you are accepted, no matter what, whether you achieve or not. A family must have standards but members of the family will be loved and accepted even if they break the standards. They will not be honored and they certainly will not be held in high respect, but they will still be members of the family.
In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how parents should act toward children. Of all the patriarchs, only Jacob was successful in raising a family. Abraham had eight children but only one of them remained a Jew. He could not build a family because he would reject all those who could not live up to his standards. When Ishmael erred, at Sarah’s insistence, he banished him from the camp. He also sent away the six children he had after Sarah died. His method of dealing with his children was “If you meet my standards, o.k. If not, I will give you a present and send you away; leave me alone and I will leave you alone.” Yitzchak, too, could not raise a family because he was blind to all the faults of his children. He had standards but he chose not to see when Esau did not live up to them. He did not rebuke him and he did not criticize him. He just ignored his faults.
Yaacov could build a family because he set standards and he expected his children to meet the standards, but he did not reject them out of hand of they failed to meet the standards. He did not fail to recognize their faults. When he noted them, he criticized with love. The Talmud says we are to push away with our left hand but draw near with our right hand. Yaacov expected his children to live up to the highest standards, and because he gave so much of himself to them, they did not want to disappoint him. However, if they did break his standards, as several of his sons did at different times, he would still accept them but would criticize them.
Unfortunately, today parents fail to set standards for their children and parents fail even to set standards for themselves. Children need structure. One of the reasons so many youngsters are being attracted to cults is the cults give them structure and a feeling belonging and being needed. In today’s family, most children are being made to feel they are hindrances, were it not for them, the parents could have achieved much greater things and could have fulfilled themselves so much more. Children are told to get out of the way. They are shunted off to different schools and camps not so they will learn and develop, but so their parents can be free to do what they want to do. Children’s achievements mean nothing. Only the parent’s achievements count. This not the Jewish view.
In this Torah portion, when Jacob asks Joseph to bring his two sons, Menashe and Ephraim, to him so that he, Yaacov, could bless them, it says “And he blessed Joseph”. How could this be? Jacob was blessing Joseph’s children, not Joseph, but the rabbis explain that in a home true to Jewish values the greatest blessing to parents is to have their own children blessed. Even the much-maligned Bar Mitzvah ceremony underlies this important value. What better naches than to have a child who can daven and read from the Torah? How much joy this should give the parents? The child knows, too, what he does counts, the parents have relied on him for something, they have thought so much of him they are willing to trust him with the family’s reputation. In modern families, children are just takers and not givers, and because the relationship is not mutual, many times the relationship deteriorates and breaks out even into open hostility.
Children need to know their parents are counting on them; they give to the relationship and not just take from it. You do not teach a child responsibility by having him clean up his own room because only he has a stake in his own room. You teach him responsibility by having him dean up the living room or doing a task you need done. Children must always feels they are contributing to the relationship, too, and they must always know that although they are expected to achieve, they will be accepted regardless of whether they do achieve.
Jacob had two names. He was known as Jacob and as Israel. Before he received the man, Israel, he had to give a large present to his brother and he had to be touched on his thigh in a struggle. Only after that could he be called Israel, and only after that was he whole. He was whole only when he realized his money was not complete until he had given charity and he, as a human being, was not complete until he was hobbled and tied to a family and to a tradition. No Jew can ever realize himself unless he is tied to others, unless he makes a commitment and assumes responsibility for others.
When Jacob assembled his children to bless them before he died, he said, “Gather and listen sons of Jacob, and listen to Israel, your father.” Both names of Jacob and Israel are used. Jacob is the named used when he was studying in school. Jacob is the name which signifies standards. Israel is the name which was given to him only after he proved he could live by these standards. He, though, retained both names. All through his life he had to struggle to maintain his standards and sometimes he slipped, too, but this did not mean he did not have standards or he should not live by them. He expected the same from his children. They were his children and expected them to live by standards. If they did not, he did not reject them but constantly urged and reminded them there were standards and that they should have to live by them. Even in the blessing he gave them at his deathbed, he was not blinds to their faults but he loved them, nevertheless.
To raise families we, too, must candidly admit we need each other, we need real commitment, we expect everyone in the family to live by standards but whether they do, they will be accepted. They may be criticized and even punished, but they will always be accepted. Loyalty, devotion, dedication, and acceptance are just as great human needs are travel, personal fulfillment, and wealth. To be whole, let us always remember that we need a family.

MAKING LIFE UNDERSTANDABLE
VAYECHI 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn about two values which have always marked the Jew: concern for family and the desire to be independent. When we maintain these values, we will be able to survive. When we do not, we quickly disappear. We learn in this parsha how Jacob gives the kingship to Judah although he really would have liked to give it to Joseph. Every time Jacob speaks to Joseph, the Torah refers to Jacob as Israel, except one time when he gives Joseph the double portion of the firstborn. There it mentions the name Jacob because Jacob really wanted to give him the kingship but could not because Joseph did not maintain, or could not maintain, an independent stance. He worked for the king and was totally dependent upon him. The question is asked many times, why after Joseph became viceroy didn’t he call for his father in the land of Canaan? Why didn’t he contact him? The answer is he could not. By contacting a foreign chieftain in another land, Jacob would have put himself in jeopardy. All the intrigues of court were present. Judah, on the other hand, was a man who always maintained his independence; in addition, he also did not elicit the envy of his brothers. This same idea is brought home by the fact that Jacob blessed Ephraim before Menashe. Menashe, too, was a government official and dependent on others. Jacob knew Menashe would be great but Ephraim would be greater. These two values of family and independence can only be achieved if we are willing to make commitments.

One of the big problems today is people do not want to make commitments. They want to do things that make them feel good. This is a terrible fallacy because many times things that feel good momentarily end up in disaster later. It is like the fellow who jumped off the skyscraper and as he passed the fifth floor was heard to say, “So far, so good.” In the blessing Jacob gives to his son, Issachar, he says, °Issachar is a large-boned ass couching down between the sheepfolds, and he saw a resting place that it was good and the land that it was pleasant, yet he bowed his shoulder to bear and came a servant under taskwork.” Issachar, we know was a tribe of scholars, but this blessing does not seem to make sense. It says he saw a resting place and then it says he bowed his shoulder to bear. If he found a resting place, why is he working? The answer is first, we have to find a resting place in life, a goal, a way of looking at life that makes it understandable. Then we have to have a pleasant land, an opportunity to implement our ideal, and then we must commit ourselves fully to implementing our ideals. If we do this, then we will be happy. Happiness comes from commitment. George Bernard Shaw said something of the same thing when he observed the way to have a happy life is to find a cause and to wear yourself out in it.
Commitment is what makes people happy. We need commitment to be a success in everything. Unfortunately, in our day people want to flit from one thing to another. They do not want to commit themselves to their family. They do not want to commit themselves to their profession and many times, therefore, they end up without family and without and independence: per the story about a fellow lying on the operating table. When he heard the nurse say, “Be brave, an appendectomy is a simple operation,” the patient immediately got up, ran out of the room and down the hall where he was confronted by the hospital administrator, “Why are you running?” The patient panted, “I heard the nurse say, ‘Be brave, an appendectomy is a simple operation.”‘ “So?” queried the hospital administrator. “But the nurse was talking to the doctor!” Too often, we fail to make commitments and therefore we cannot handle life.
ON BEING A BLESSING: MARRIAGE
VAYECHI 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how Jacob blessed his children. We learn how he first blessed Joseph’s children, Ephraim and Menashe, and how he then blessed all his children. In Judaism, we are all commanded to be a blessing. In fact, this is what G‑d told Abraham, the very first Jew ‑ “Be a blessing.” This idea of being a blessing flies in the face of modern ideas. In the modern world, we are supposed to look at what we can get out of something, the “what’s in it for me” mentality. We are not supposed to be a blessing. People get married today with the idea that, “I have to satisfy my needs and if my needs are not being satisfied fully or someone else can do it better, then I should get out of the marriage” ‑ not that they want to be a blessing to their spouse, their family, and their community. That is not the concept of being a blessing.

That, of course, is what Naches means. When you give somebody else Naches, you are being a blessing. That’s why we say marriage is not just for the couple. It is for the family and community as well. That’s why a person does not get married alone. Because the marriage is a blessing, it should be a blessing for the community. Nothing has irked me more since I have been in the rabbinate, 25 years in the pulpit and five years before teaching, as when someone comes to see me and says, “Rabbi, I want to have a Bar Mitzvah, but I don’t want to feed the whole shul. I just want to have something for my family.” They fail to realize a Bar Mitzvah is not just for them. It means the boy is becoming a part of the community. So, I tell them, “Have it at home. You don’t need it at shul.” The whole Jewish concept is that we should be a blessing. The word blessing, besides the English meaning to bless, means in Hebrew to greet, to congratulate, to appreciate, to thank. We must learn how to greet others, how to anticipate their needs, how to help them. Jewish Family Service is celebrating its 70th anniversary in our community. It has acted as a blessing to our community. Its people throughout the years have greeted the newcomers. They have taught people how to appreciate each other. To be a blessing, one must concentrate on people’s strengths, not on their weaknesses. Many times couples make the terrible mistake of concentrating on their mate’s faults, not to build them up, to run them down. No one is perfect. We should learn how to appreciate what we have and to praise those things that are good. Most of the time couples get married anyway in order to make up for the other spouse’s faults or lacks. We are there to be a blessing to each other. A marriage counselor came to me recently and declared, “Rabbi, I am going to have to get out of the marriage counseling business.” I asked why since there seem to be so many couples today who are having problems. He said, “Yes, Rabbi, that is true, but a divorce costs about $400. For many couples to solve their problems it may require $1000 of counseling. They make a cost analysis and determine that it is cheaper to get a divorce. I am going to go into another field of counseling.”
Many people today do not want to solve their problems. They do not want to be a blessing to each other. In this Torah portion, we learn how Joseph brings his two sons, Menashe and Ephraim, to his father, Jacob for a blessing before he dies. It says, “and Jacob blessed Joseph”. All the commentaries ask, how is it that we read Jacob blessed Joseph? Jacob did not bless Joseph at this time. He blessed his children, but the greatest blessing that can happen to parents is to have their children blessed. Couples do not live just for themselves. They need a family. When Joseph came to have his father bless his children, Joseph brought Menashe, his oldest, in his left hand so that Jacob would put his right hand on his head. And he brought Ephraim in his right hand so that Jacob would put his left hand on him. Jacob, though, switches his hands. He puts his right hand on Ephraim and his left hand on Menashe. Joseph protests but his father said, “Menashe will be a great man, but Ephraim will be greater.” The rabbis explain that Jacob foresaw that Joshua would come from the tribe of Ephraim, while Gideon would come from the tribe of Menashe. Gideon was a great man, but he was a flash in the pan. He came to save the Jewish people from oppression and he succeeded. He attacked a much larger force at night with torches and clay pitchers and he routed them. He saved the Jewish people and then he was gone. However, Joshua was the leader of the Jewish people, who led them into the Land of Israel, fought their battles, and divided the land. It took him over 14 years. Before that, he was Moshe’s servant. Joshua’s quiet, steady effort led to great things. Gideon was just a temporary success.
This is important to remember in a marriage. Many time the flashy, dazzling things come and go, but if there is not a steady day-in and day-out effort being made, the marriage will not be successful. Joshua did a few razzle-dazzle things, too, but what made him great was his steady, constant effort. He was actually a lackluster figure compared to Gideon, but Gideon did not make the impression that Joshua did. It is true some times you had to have razzle-dazzle to gain a future spouse’s attention, but what makes a marriage work is continual effort. Another reason the rabbis say that Jacob preferred Ephraim over Menashe was because the word in Hebrew for Menashe means to forget. Joseph wanted to forget all the bad times he had - - how he was sold as a slave, how he was in prison, etc. Menashe stood for negative things. Ephraim, on the other hand, means to be fruitful. He stood for positive things. It is easy to be negative. It is hard to be positive. It is easy to harp at a spouse’s faults, but that only destroys a marriage. The best thing is to work together on positive accomplishments, praising the good things that are there. This all reminds me of a story of a frog who went to a fortuneteller. She told him that very soon the frog was going to meet a beautiful young woman who was just going to be fascinated by him. The frog got very excited. He then asked, “Am I going to meet her at a singles dance?” The fortuneteller said, “No, in Biology class.” Unfortunately, in many marriages, too, dissecting and criticizing only destroys. It does not build. May the young couple today know only positive and good things, and may they, through day-to-day effort, build a wonderful and good marriage.
THE TRUTH ABOUT TELLING THE TRUTH
VAYECHI 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In life, to know how to do the right thing is hard. Spouting ideals, platitudes, and generalities comes easily; really implementing ideals and practices is hard. The modern world has, by and large, adopted Jewish ideals, the ideals that peace, love, compassion, and harmony should reign. This was not always so. In ancient cultures, war was glorified. Vikings believed that if you were not killed in battle, you would not go to heaven. Other cultures believed in cruelty and the inequality of man. In fact, cannibalism was rampant. Thank goodness today almost throughout the world everybody believes now in the Jewish ideals. They are even enshrined in the United Nations. The only problem is they are rarely implemented. The United Nations, itself, we see makes a travesty of these ideals. It is easy to have ideals, but how do we implement them?

Most of the time in life, we do not choose between good and evil. We choose between competing goods. What happens when competing ideals come into conflict? How do we act then? In Pirkei Avos, Rabbi Shimon Ben Gamliel said, “On three things the world exists: on truth, on justice, and on peace.” What, though, do we do when these values clash? What do we do when truth clashes with peace?
In this week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, we have recounted how, after returning from burying Jacob in Israel, the brothers approached Joseph and said, “Your father commanded before his death saying, ‘So you should say to Joseph, “Please forgive the sin of your brothers and their sin for they did unto you evil, forgive please the sins of the servants of the G‑d of your father.”‘ When Joseph heard them, he wept and said, “Do not be afraid. Am I in place of G‑d?” Joseph had forgiven them earlier and they had nothing to fear. The rabbis comment that here the brothers lied. Their father, Jacob, never commanded them to say anything to Joseph. We can see this from the blessing Jacob gave to his children. Nowhere in the blessing does he even mention the incident of Joseph and his brothers. He mentions all the other things his sons did which did not please him. The rabbis say he did not mention this incident of the brothers selling Joseph because he did not know about it. He thought Joseph was attacked by an animal, then wounded and captured by some merchants and sold into Egypt, or he was just captured outside and his garment, in the ensuing tussle, was left behind. He never suspected or knew the brothers had sold Joseph to Egypt. The brothers had lied. One of the reasons the rabbis say the brothers lied was because when they had gone up to bury their father, Jacob, Joseph had deviated from the path and had gone to the pit where the brothers had kept him before they sold him and he offered a prayer of thanksgiving to G‑d. This, of course, is what a person should do when he comes to a place where a miracle or a semi-miracle has happened to him. He should thank G‑d. The rabbis though, were very critical of Joseph because his deviating from the path to do this aroused the brothers’ suspicions.
We have to be careful not to use religion to hurt people. If Joseph had kept to the path, he would have had no obligation to say a prayer of thanksgiving. The rabbis, though, approve of the brothers’ act. They did the right things by lying in order to preserve the peace. The question then arises, are we ever allowed to lie? The rabbis say in certain circumstances, yes. We would disagree with St. Augustine who said a person could never lie or with Kant who also made it a categorical imperative. He said even if a maniac was knocking on your door screaming he wanted to kill a child who had taken refuge in your house, you had to tell the truth and tell him the child was there in your house even though you knew you could not prevent his entering and killing the child. You always had to tell the truth. This to us is absurd. To save the child, you could lie.
Of course, we do not approve of lying in general, but you have to know how to balance truth, justice, and peace. That’s the whole key to successful societies. It is not easy and it takes a lot of study. That’s why Shimon HaTzaddik said earlier in the same chapter of Pirkei Avos, Verse II, “On three things the world stands: on Torah, on worship, and on doing deeds of kindness.” If, when you have balanced truth, justice, and peace ‑ you can no longer study Torah or pray or do deeds of kindness ‑ then your balance is all wrong. We would agree in certain instances for the sake of peace, truth must be bent. For example, to preserve peace between husband and wife, a counselor can possibly bend the truth a little or to protect society it is possible to bend the truth a little. And we would violently disagree with those who say you must always tell a patient the truth and the whole truth! Many times, we believe we should not do this because of another disease, which many times, is worse than the disease the person has, and that is panic. Norman Cousins, former editor of “The New Republic”, speaks about this often, about how when you tell a person he has cancer, panic takes over and panic has physical consequences. We believe that sometimes it is best not to tell the patient the truth for his own peace.
Every place in the Torah where we mention truth, we also mention Chesed. That truth must always be told with kindness calls to mind the story about a man who used to gamble a lot. His wife told him she was going to leave him unless he stopped gambling. He agreed. That night he went out to see a friend. Instead of seeing a friend, he got into a card game. Unfortunately, in the middle of the card game, he had a heart attack and died. The slayers did not know how to tell his wife. Finally, one person volunteered. He went and knocked on her door. “Tell me”, he said, “What would you say if I told you your husband was playing cards?” She said, “I would say he should drop dead.” “That’s what he did,” he said. You have to be careful how you tell the truth. As William Blake once said, “The truth told with bad intent beats all the lies you can invent.”

BEING TRUE TO ONESELF
VAYECHI 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how Yaacov blesses his children. The rabbis tell us there are two things unique about Yaacov. First of all, we are known as the Sons of Israel, Yisroel, of course, being another name for Yaacov. We are not known as the Sons of Abraham or the Sons of Yitzchak, but the Sons of Yisroel. The reason for this was Jacob was the only one who kept all his children Jewish. As we learn in this Torah portion, “These are the tribes of Israel.” Abraham had eight children, but only one, Yitzchak, remained Jewish. Yitzchak had two children; only one of them, Yaacov, remained Jewish. All of Yisroel’s children remained Jews.

The rabbis say this was because of the way Abraham raised his children. When he felt his children were not living up to his standards, he gave them a present and sent them away. Of course, he would be there for them in an emergency, but he really did not have contact with them anymore. Yitzchak raised his children the opposite. He saw no evil and heard no evil. He felt everything his children did was okay. They should just enjoy themselves, as many American parents think today. Yaacov, on the other hand, set standards for his children and expected them to live to these standards, and reprimanded them when they did not. He never sent them away or cut himself off from them. Therefore, he was able to keep them.
In the Talmud, we also learn how Yaacov is referred to as the Zakain, which means he was the old man, but if we look at the text, we will se that Yaacov really was not the old man. His grandfather, Abraham, lived to 175. His father, Yitzchak, lived to 180, and he as we learn in the beginning of this Torah portion, lived to only 147. Yet, he is referred to as a Zakain. We learn that in the Torah portion, Miketz, where we learn how Yehuda said to his brothers, after Jacob had initially refuse to allow the brothers to go back to Egypt with Benjamin, “Wait for this old man until our bread finishes from the house.” In other words, when we do not have any more bread, Jacob will relent. Later on, also, we learn how Joseph asked the brothers about the peace of your father, the old man.
The reason, the rabbis say, that Jacob was referred to as Hazakain was because he was the only one of the patriarchs who took an interest in his grandchildren. Abraham was alive when his grandchildren were alive. They were 15 years old when Abraham died. Yitzchak was alive and saw even great-grandchildren born. We read nowhere in the Torah that he interacted with them. Yaacov, on the other hand, interacted with his grandchildren. We learn in this Torah portion how he blessed Menashe and Ephraim. Rabbi Akiva in the Gemarah mentions that we get several genetic qualities from our father and mother ‑ our appearance, our intelligence ‑ and then he mentions Meespar Hadoros L’Fonof. In fact, Rabbi Akiva ties this up to then end of days, which Jacob wanted to tell his children about, but could not. Rabbi Soloveitchik explained that this phrase, Meespar Hadoros L’Fonof, refers to the fact that when a person has a relationship with the generations before him, with his grandparents, then his identity becomes cemented and he is able to look forward to a future filled with hope and Jewish aspirations. However, if a person does not have this rooted-ness, he will not have a strong identity. Jacob was known as Hazakain because he gave his grandchildren this great sense of identity.
I remember when I grew up in Seattle, my mother and father had five children, and my aunt and uncle had six children. We lived across the street from each other, and our grandparents lived a few blocks from us. We had an extended family. We were rooted in our tradition. Today, extended families are rare. In fact, it seems like there is a law in America that you cannot live in the same town as your parents unless you have been away for ten years.
We know that the blessing that Jacob gave his grandchildren we repeat every Friday night. We say for boys, “May G‑d make you as Ephraim and Menashe.” For the girls we say, “May G‑d make you as Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.” Why don’t we make the blessing for the boys, “May G‑d make you as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?” One of the reasons given for this is because Isaac did not get along with his brother, Ishmael; Jacob did not get along with his brother, Esau, and Joseph did not get along with his brothers; but Menashe and Ephraim got along one with another. We want to make sure that all siblings and all parts of the Jewish people get along well with each other.
When Joseph brought his sons to be blessed by Jacob, Jacob looked at them and said, “Who are these?” Rashi explains that at that particular moment, G‑d’s presence left him because he saw that in the future Yerovim and Ahab are going to come out from Ephraim and Yehu and his children are going to come out from Menashe. Yerovim, of course, split the kingdom of Israel in two, and Ahab was the king whose wife was the wicked Jezebel. Yehu and his children were also bad kings of Israel. When Joseph brought his children to be blessed by Jacob, he put Menashe opposite Jacob’s right hand and Ephraim opposite Jacob’s left hand. Jacob, though, crossed his hands, and put his right hand on the head of Ephraim and the left hand on the head of Menashe. Joseph reproached his father for this, but his father said that Ephraim would be greater. Why, though, didn’t Jacob move them so Ephraim was opposite his right hand and Menashe opposite his left hand?
The answer is because Menashe is also important. Ephraim stood for the study of Torah. Menashe was a worldly man who was second in command to his father, Joseph. He was involved in all Egyptian secular affairs. Jacob was saying, we need both. Torah must be give primacy, but we need both. Torah, alone, will also lead to great perversions. After all, Yerovim was a great scholar, as the rabbis say Ahab was, but they were able to twist their learning because it was not based enough on an understanding of the world. Yerovim said, “I will make an extra stringency. Not only will I split the kingdom, but I will not allow the people to go up to Jerusalem because perhaps they will be attracted to the kingdom of Judea and not to mine.” He even added an extra attraction by setting up golden calves at Beth El and Dan. Menashe, too, cannot exist without Torah. In fact, half of the tribe of Menashe was one of the first to disappear as they lived in Transjordan. We know that in Judaism there are arrangements between Issachar and Zevulun, whereby the tribe of Issachar studies Torah while the tribe of Zevulun, predisposed to commerce and economics, supports them. Issachar has to have an appreciation for Zevulun and Zevulun has to study a little Torah, too. Jacob is telling us that although Ephraim has primacy, Menashe is important, too.
This, of course, is the basis of Modern Orthodoxy. We need both Torah and secular knowledge, too. One of the problems with Modern Orthodoxy is that almost all Modern Orthodox Jews want their children to be either a lawyer or a doctor or accountant, but not a rabbi or teacher. Therefore, many of those who teach in our schools have different worldviews, different Hashgofos, a world view which does not include the fact that secular education or Israel or interaction with other Jews, no matter what groupings, are important.
We also know that when blessing his sons, Jacob wanted so much to give the blessing of leadership to Joseph, but could not do so. The Abarbanel writes a lot about this. Joseph was not sensitive enough to his brothers. All he excited in them were hatred and jealousy. As it says, “And they embittered him and became antagonists. The arrow tongued men hated him.” Even after Jacob died, Joseph was not sensitive enough to them and their needs. He did not invite them to his table anymore, and on the way home from his father’s funeral, he stopped at the place where they had sold him. They were afraid of him. They even pleaded for mercy before him saying that, “Jacob asked that you forgive us,” which probably Jacob did not do because he probably did not even know that they had sold him. Joseph did not have that sensitivity of the needs of others.
Tzvi, grandson, on your Bar Mitzvah, your Zakain would like to give you a blessing. I know that you want to be a rabbi. I am happy that you want to be a rabbi, and I hope and pray that you will always appreciate secular knowledge as well as Torah knowledge, but of course, giving primacy to Torah knowledge. I hope and pray that you will always get along well with everyone, especially your siblings and family. Tzvi, I know that you are a very sensitive young man. You have an intuitive sense of what to say and what not to say. I remember when you were only about four years old and your grandmother came out of the shower wrapped in her towel with another towel on her head. When she removed the towel from her head, she looked at you and said, “Tzvi, how do you like my new hairdo?” Tzvi looked at her and said, “Very interesting.” I also remember how you came to visit me all by yourself on the plane from Omaha when you just turned six, and everyone came to our house and some asked you a very stupid question: “What cake you liked better, your mother’s or your grandmother’s. You said, “I like them equally well.” Tzvi, may G‑d bless you to grow up to be a rabbi in Israel who appreciates everyone. May you always work in harmony with everyone, and may you always be sensitive to everyone. I know that you know who you are and that you are rooted in the past. We are all looking forward to great things from you. May you truly become a leader in Israel, and may we all live to see you do all the tasks in life as well as you have done your Bar Mitzvah here today.
I am reminded of the story they tell about General Eisenhower, who was leaving an army canteen on dark night. All of a sudden, from around the corner came a soldier who was not watching where he was going and knocked the general down. General Eisenhower picked himself up, brushed himself off, and looked at the young soldier and said, “Soldier, do you know who I am?” The soldier replied, “No, sir.” The general said, “I am General Eisenhower, the Commander in Chief of the Allied Armies.” The young soldier said, “Sir, do you know who I am?” The general said, “No.” The young man said, “Thank G‑d,” and ran away.
Tzvi, you know who you are and know what your capabilities are. May you be given the opportunity to fulfill your dreams and capabilities so that you will help the Jewish people be a better people so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

COMMUNICATING RIGHT THINGS THE RIGHT WAY
VAYECHI 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how Yaacov blesses his children. In these blessings, he not only mentions their strong points but also their weak points. He rejects none of his children because of their weak points. In fact, sometimes their weak points are also their strengths. These blessings teach us how we are to achieve blessing in life, and especially how to achieve blessing in our marriage.

Rueben is Yaacov’s first-born. He, however, does not gain any of the advantages of the firstborn. He does not get the double portion. That goes to Yosef, whose two sons, Ephraim and Menashe, become equal members of the tribes. The political leadership goes to Yehuda, and the religious leadership goes to Levi. Yaacov calls Reuben Pachaz Kamayim, unstable as water. This seems a very strange statement because the Torah is compared to water. It is true that water is considered unstable because it always follows the path of least resistance and flow to the lower levels. Torah is compared to water because just as when water is pure, it is odorless, tasteless, and colorless, yet it is essential for life. It does not have the tang of coffee, tea, coke or whiskey, but it is essential for life. The Torah, too, is essential for our life. It gives us the correct values. It allows us to rise above ourselves, to be more moral than we could otherwise.
Reuben was a very moral man. Everything he did, he did to maintain Torah values. The problem is that he went about it in the wrong way. He wanted to protect his mother, Leah, and position as Yaacov’s wife, but he went about it in the wrong way. He messed around with his father’s bed, whatever that means. He wanted to save Yosef, even though he would be the one who would be hurt most by Yosef’s staying alive. However, he did not feel strong enough to confront the brothers directly, so he had them put Yosef in a pit. He knew that they had to go down to Egypt to get more grain if they were to live. The famine was severe, so he told his father that he could have his children, even kill them if he wanted to, which of course, Yaacov would never do. He did not know how to implement Torah values correctly. We learn that Derech Eretz Kodmo L’Torah, that common sense precedes Torah. He did not know how to implement Torah values correctly. He did not know how to communicate these values in the proper way.
The same applies to marriage. In marriage, we also have to apply the values correctly. We have to know how to communicate properly. Reuben had Torah, but he did not have common sense. He did not know how to communicate his values directly. Many times, people have good ideas, but they will fail to communicate them in the proper way. Many times, I have counseled couples, and the wife especially will say, “My husband does not do this and this,” and I will ask her, “Did you tell him that you wanted these things?” She will say, “No, but if he loved me, he would know.” I always tell her, he does not know, and he will not know.
Men are, by and large, too stupid to know. They are not sensitive to these things. You must communicate to him if you want him to do certain things. You cannot just assume that he know and bawl him out because he did not do certain things. He must know that this is what you want. You have to tell him. This applies to everything in life and to all institutions in life. One of the reasons some people fail to implement their ideas in a synagogue is because they do not communicate their ideas. They just assume that because it is a good idea, everyone will accept it, and they start to implement their idea without getting the board approval. I know when Basil (a member of the Executive Board) came to me with the idea of a new building and renovating the synagogue, I asked him, “Do you have any money?” We always had a hard time just making the budget. I asked, “Do you have people who will back you?” He said yes, and I said to go ahead. As long as the project has been communicated and the people are willing to back it, go ahead. It is important that everybody buy into an idea if it is to be successful. Then, with a good idea, you must implement it in the right way.
It is like the case of a wife who got very mad at her husband. She had always asked for a washer and dryer, so he went out and bought her one. He was shocked at her violent response. He thought she would praise him, but she wanted to pick them out. She wanted to have the thrill of looking at all the models and making the ultimate choice. His intentions were good, but he did not implement his intentions in the right way. He, too, was Pachaz Kamayim.
We also learn about Yehuda. We learn how “the scepter shall not depart from Yehuda nor a scholar from among his descendents,” and then we learn at the end that “he should be red-eyed from wine and white-toothed from milk.” This is the culmination of the blessings. What does it mean? The rabbis explain when he was smiling, he will have a kindly countenance, and that people will be nurtured from his smile. In other words, he bring out the best in everyone, that everyone will be happy in his presence. This is similar in a marriage where the couple must know that they are better together than if they would be apart, that they bring out the best in each other, and that they nurture each other. Yehuda’s great quality was he could bring out the best in everyone, that people enjoyed being with him. His smile and empathetic presence were very appealing.
We also learn from Issachar that “he saw tranquility that was good and the land that it was pleasant, yet he bent his shoulder to bear and he became an indentured servant.” How did he see ‘tranquility’ if he was an ‘indentured’ servant and his shoulder was bent to bear? The answer is that because he had positive goals, he could overcome every obstacle because these goals were worth working for. The same thing applies in a marriage. If a couple believes in their marriage, they can overcome all the ups and downs because they are working for their common goals, and they know that their marriage will help them achieve these goals. Even though working for common goals is hard work, the couple will have tranquility because they know they are working together to achieve their future and the future of their children. To have a successful marriage, it is not enough just to have Torah values. You also have to be able to communicate these values. You also have to know how to bring out the best in each other, and how to make your home an inviting place for each other so you will want to be with each other. You must also work for common goals. If you will do these things, you will have a wonderful marriage.
I am reminded of the story about a couple who had been living for years in an apartment in Brooklyn. The wife was constantly badgering her husband to move to a more expensive apartment. She said they could afford it and it would be wonderful. After two years, her husband said, “We are going to live in a more expensive apartment.” She asked, “Where? In Manhattan? In Queens?” He replied, “No, the landlord has increased our rent.” This, of course, is not what the wife wanted, and truly, the husband did not communicate what he should have the way he should have. Let us all hope and pray that we will have wonderful communication in our marriages so our families will be whole and healthy so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

RELATIONSHIPS: OF EMOTIONAL INVOLVEMENT AND MORAL VALUES
AVROHM MORRIS’ BAR MITZVAH SPEECH
VAYECHI 2004
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In today’s Torah parsha, Vayechi, we read that when Jacob was on his deathbed, Joseph brought his two sons, Ephraim and Menashe, to see him. Joseph placed Menashe, his first-born, to Jacob’s right, the right being the “preferred or primary side,” and Ephraim to Jacob’s left, the “less-preferred or secondary side.” However, Jacob crossed his hands to place his right hand on Ephraim and his left hand on Menashe. Then Jacob said, “By you shall Israel be blessed, “May G‑d make you like Ephraim and Menashe.”
By blessing the sons this way, Jacob was actually giving his primary blessing to Joseph since Ephraim and Menashe represented the spiritual and physical natures of Joseph. Ephraim, the younger son, was the one who devoted his time to spiritual pursuits; Menashe’s primary function was to assist his father, as he was an excellent administrator. By Jacob’s choice of Ephraim over Menashe, Jacob was showing the spiritual is more important than the physical. Yet, he does not want to deny the importance of leadership and governing. For this reason, Jacob did not move Menashe, but kept him to his right to show the significance of both sons and their chosen studies in life.
Even today, every Friday night, fathers bless their children, telling the boys “G‑d should make you like Ephraim and Menashe.” When a father blesses his girls he says, “G‑d should make you like Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel, and Leah.” This does not seem to match up. The girls are blessed to be like the matriarchs, the Mothers, but the boys are not blessed after the patriarchs, the Fathers. Why is that?
One reason might be that the patriarchs did not do a good job of raising their children as good Jews. Of Abraham’s eight children, only one remained Jewish. Of Isaac’s two children, only one remained Jewish. And, even though Jacob’s 13 children remained Jewish, they were not good Jews.
Between them there was much hatred and jealously. Joseph not only kept his children Jewish, but Joseph did so without hatred and jealously. Even when Ephraim was chosen over Menashe, the two boys did not fight over it. That is why Jacob said that the Jewish people should bless their sons to be like Ephraim and Menashe, because Joseph raised a family that loved each other.
How did Joseph do this? Joseph was emotionally involved with his children and interacted with them. The lesson we learn here is true of all relationships. There needs to be emotional involvement and living up to Jewish moral values. I hope and pray that just as my parents have raised me in this way, I will raise my own family as successfully as Joseph did.
Speaking of blessing, I would like to thank those from whom I have been blessed and start with my teachers at the Beren Academy.
Special thanks to my Bar Mitzvah teachers: 

Cantor Dean ‑ thanks for your patience and hard work Also, Freda Wadler, Andrew Schneider, and Eitan Urkowitz
I would like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for always cheering me up and also Rabbi Gelman I would like to thank all my friends and classmates for coming
A big welcome to my family!
Thanks to ‑ Bubbie Eunice who came here all the way from Israel
Thanks to ‑ Grandpa and Grandma Morris who came all the way from Pearland. Aunt Ann and Uncle Bruce from Austin, and Aunt Austin and cousin Maria who came here from Missouri.
I would like to thank, yeah, right, thank, my brother Reuben for allowing me to survive to make it to my Bar Mitzvah. And a huge thank you to my emotionally involved and caring parents!
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