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SHABBOS OF SUCCOS 1984
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
Today we read Keheles, the Book of Lamentations.  This Biblical book is the book which has the famous phrases, “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity, the sun also rises, etc.” It is a very pessimistic book.  Ernest Hemingway and many other authors have used quotes from his book in order to portray their depressing view of life.  Why should we read such a book which only at its very end, speaks about observing the Torah and G‑d’s commandments, does it have any optimism at all on the holiday of Succos?  Succos is “Zeman Simchaseinu” “our time of joy.” What does Keheles have to do with joy?  What’s more, throughout Succos we have been marching around the synagogue with a Lulav and Esrog saying, “Hoshana,” “Save us, help us.” We ask G‑d to save us from drought, persecution, hunger, to help us.  How does this fit in with a holiday of joy?  Going around yelling, “Help us, help us, help us” does not seem to be a joyful thing to do.  

Perhaps the answer to these questions can be found in the Halacha of building a Succah.  According to the Halacha, a Succah, in order to be kosher, must have two complete walls and the third wall can be just a “Tefach” wide, about 3½ inches.  Why should this be?  We all know that we human beings are caught up in two differing drives.  One is the drive for life, which psychologists call eros, and one is the drive for death, which is called phantos. Many people harbor death wishes. Many soldiers who go into battle actually have death wishes, and many women in the past in childbirth had the same death wish.  Many times people will come to see me before an operation and say, “Rabbi, I am not going to make it.” These are healthy people and, sure enough, in many, many instances they do not make it.  We have all seen people who literally waste away after a terrible disappointment, a death, a separation. In fact, in talking to people of other religions I am struck by the fact of how many of them have expressed to me the wish to already be through with life so they could be close to their deity.  Of course, they are not going to commit suicide because that would assure they would not be in heaven with their deity.  Life is hard and many times people say, “It is enough.” They are tired.  They do not actively take their life, but they more or less give up and soon they degenerate and are gone.  We even have the phenomenon now in Houston of many teenage suicides.  The death wish is a very real part of the human psyche.  In fact, the taking of drugs and alcohol is a form of this death wish.  In Judaism the cry is “L’Chaim.” We are the only people who have a toast to life.  Life to us is very precious.  We are life affirming.  However, we are not polyannish.  We even recognize the fact that life is not all peaches and cream, that in life there is a lot of suffering and heartache.  That’s why a Succah has to be made with more shade than light.  In life there is more shade than light. Succos is called Zeman Simchaseinu because on it we learn how to live a joyous life.  There are three father in Judaism, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  They each stood for an important part of the Jewish religion, and they are all necessary to have a joyous life.  Abraham stood for kindness, reaching out to people.  Without ethics, without reaching out to people you cannot be joyful.  Without ethics you cannot say you are a practicing Jew.  Isaac stood for the inner life and the attachment to a people and tradition.  He followed in his father’s footsteps.  In order to be joyful you must have an identity and know who you are and where you belong.  These are the two sturdy walls of the Succah, but you must have one other wall in the Succah.  It does not have to be a big wall.  It can be just a little wall, and that is a strong belief in G‑d.  Jacob stands for truth.  There is a G‑d in the world.  What you do does count.  G‑d is there to help you.  With His help you can overcome all obstacles and troubles.  This is a very important element in Judaism, one that many people overlook today.  Without G‑d’s help it is easy to fall prey to the problems of today.  The AAA cures many alcoholics. They do it by telling them to trust in a higher power.  That’s why on Succos we parade around saying, “Save us, help us.” We know G‑d is always there to help us. We just have to trust Him.  G‑d has given us the power to overcome all our problems and He is there to help us overcome them.  This is a source of great joy.  We can all overcome the phantos, the death wish, the depression, and mental anguish many people feel by realizing that G‑d will help us.  This message is especially important to our young people who many times look to drugs and alcohol to overcome their problems instead of to G‑d and our spiritual traditions.  I am reminded of the story they tell about a young boy who was standing on the bank of a river waiting for a boat to come. A stranger accosted him and said, “Young man, you are standing in the wrong place.  The riverboat landing is 1½ miles downstream.  Hurry and you can still catch the boat.”  The boy replied, “Don’t worry.  The boat will stop here for me.”  The man said, “This is not the boat landing.  You are going to miss the boat.”  The boy just stood there.  Sure enough, twenty minutes later the boat stopped and the boy got on.  As he got on he turned to the man and said, “I knew the boat would stop because the captain is my father.”  G‑d is all our fathers and He will always stop to help us.  That is why we are all so happy on Simchas Torah.

SHABBOS OF SUCCOS 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On the Shabbos of Chol Hoed Succos we read a Torah portion which does not seem to have anything at all to do with Succos.  We read how Moshe Rabbeinu, after the Jewish people sinned with the golden calf, asked that the Jewish people continue to have G‑d’s presence go with them.  Moshe also asked that he be able to see G‑d’s glory.  G‑d tells him that he can be assured that G‑d’s presence will always be with the Jewish people because the Jewish people will always be distinguished, and that will be the sign that His presence is with them.  G‑d, though, tells Moshe that He will put him in the cleft of a rock and shield him until He passes and then Moshe can see His back but not His front.  The rabbis, of course, interpret this to mean that we can only see how G‑d has worked in the past in history.  We cannot know how He will work in the future.  None of us are prophets and the rabbis say that since the destruction of the Temple, prophecy has only been given to either children or fools, so if anybody claims to be a prophet today, we will immediately know to which category he belongs.
This seems to be a very strange Torah portion to read on Succos.  It does not seem to have anything to do with Succos.  What’s more, if the holiday of Succos is to teach us that there is no such thing in life as total security, that we need to depend on G‑d, why build a Succah at all?  Why don’t we just go and camp out outside?  Why build a Succah?  The answers to these two questions, in my mind, seem intertwined.  We are called upon in this world to act.  We are called upon to do things based upon reason.  We know that our reason is faulty, we know that our Succah will leak, but, yet, we still are supposed to act anyway.  We have confidence that G‑d can even use our mistakes for good if He wants to.  There are many people in the world who do not want to act.  They are afraid to make a mistake.  Succos teaches us that, so what?  We are called upon to act.  If we make a mistake G‑d will allow us to correct it.  There are people who feel they know the whole truth, and they will never brook any dissent.  They feel they know G‑d’s mind.
This is typical of Messianic type thinking.  This is Khomeini’s thinking.  This is a fanatic’s thinking.  In the Jewish community lately we have seen some of this type of thinking displayed by Meir Kahane.  When we come to make decisions, we have to make rational decisions based on the facts at hand.  We cannot fly in the face of reality and say, “Well, we live in a Messianic era, the era of the ingathering of the Jews to Israel and, therefore, we do not care what any powers think.”  We cannot say, “We do not have to act prudently.”  We believe in Judaism, but we have to act rationally.  We do not know what G‑d has in mind for the future.  We say: “Ain Somcheem Alameitz — We are not to rely on miracles.” No one is to jump out of a twenty story building and say, “G‑d will save me.”  G‑d will not save you.  99.9% of the time Israel cannot act irrationally, as Meir Kahane would want, and say, “G‑d will save us.”  G‑d has told us that we can only see His back, not His front.
We are supposed to use the moral principles He has given us to arrive at proper conclusions.  Our reasoning can be faulty, but that’s all we have.  Modern Zionism was actually based on a mistake.  There was, of course, immigration to Israel long before Hertzel came on the scene. New settlements were started 20, 30 years before the first Zionist conference in 1897.  What caused the world to be galvanized by Hertzel was his plan for bringing the Jewish people back to Israel.  Turkey was the sick man of Europe.  It desperately needed cash.  Hertzel had a brilliant idea.  He would approach the sultan of Turkey with the backing of England, France, and Germany, and offer to buy Palestine for the Jews using Jewish money.  This would solve Turkey’s problems.  It would not threaten any of the major powers and the Jews would have a homeland, especially those Jews being persecuted in Eastern Europe.  It was a wonderful idea, and it galvanized the Jewish community.  Unfortunately, it was a mistake.  The sultan of Turkey would not sell the land.  Hertzel looked to buy Uganda then.
Many of the other ideas in modern times have also been mistakes.  Many of the institutions and movements in modern American Jewry were founded on mistakes, but they left behind wonderful institutions and organizations.  All we can do is use our reasoning.  G‑d can take our mistakes and use them for good.  Even the idea of building a rural agricultural Israel was a mistake.  People thought anti-Semitism existed because the Jews were not farmers and once the Jews became farmers, everything would be good.  This idea, of course, was wrong but led to the agricultural settlements of Israel.  All we can do is use our reasoning.  We cannot throw away our reasoning and say we live in a Messianic age.
We also must learn to be tolerant because our reason can be faulty.  This is what the Succah teaches us.  It is true we need G‑d’s help, but we are not to rely only on G‑d.  We are to build a Succah.  It is true it will leak.  It is true not all our reasons will hold water, but it does not make any difference.  G‑d wants us to act, to act with reason and tolerance.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a camp counselor who took his youngsters to the zoo.  He showed them the lion, and in order to impress upon the children the ferociousness of the lion, he said, “You know, if the lion ever escaped he could tear me apart in minutes.” There was a deathly silence.  Finally one little boy said, “If the lion escapes, what number bus do we take back to camp?” This story, of course, illustrates that we are to rely on our reason.  No matter what, we cannot rely on miracles.  We cannot say we know G‑d’s mind.  We should be tolerant.  We should build our Succah even if it does leak.

SHABBOS SUCCOS 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why is it that we do not take the lulav and esrog on Shabbos?  After all, in the cities in Israel there used to be Aruus around every city and in Europe there are Aruus around every city and even in this country where there are not Aruus in every city, we should still be able to have a lulav and esrog in every synagogue and let the chazan take the lulav and esrog.  What’s more, why is it that every time we enter into the succah we make a brocha to sit in the succah?  Why don’t we do like at Pesach time?  On Pesach we just make a brocha on eating matzah on only the first and second seders but every time we eat matzah on Pesach we do not make a brocha, so why don’t we on Succos do the same thing: make a blessing on the first and second days and the other days not make a blessing?  What’s more, we have a very strange Torah reading this particular Shabbos.  Why on the Shabbos of Succos do we learn about how after the Jewish people sinned with the golden calf, Moshe talked to G‑d and said to G‑d, “You should bring up this people”, that, in other words, Moshe was saying that if Your presence does not bring up the people, then bring us not up.  Moshe was saying that if G‑d’s presence would not be with the Jewish people then it would be better that the Jewish people did not leave the desert.  Moshe goes on to say, “In what way could it then be known that I and Your People have found favor in Your eyes if it not be that You are going up with us.”  How do we knew that G‑d goes up with us?  It says that we will be distinguished.  “I am your people from all the peoples on the face of the earth.” Why should we read this on Shabbos Succos?  Why should de read that the proof of G‑d’s presence among the Jewish people is that the Jewish are distinguished?
It seems to me that all these questions are related, that if we look carefully we can see that they are all talking about Jewish creativity.  We Jewish people for 13 million people in the world are a lot.  We are a very small people, but, yet, our contributions to the arts and sciences and culture in general is way out of proportion to our size.  Even in the professions, doctors, lawyers, accountants, we have a way higher percentage than our population would warrant.  A third of the Nobel Prize winners are Jewish.  Of the 5 billion people in the world, Jews have made an inordinate amount of contributions.  What explains this Jewish creativity?  Why is it that we Jews are creative?
Succos teaches us how to be creative.  It teaches us that we are to leave the normal surroundings of the house and to go outside into the succah and look at things from a different angle.  Every time we go into the succah we look at things from a different perspective.  Life is not always what it seems to be.  Many times we take things that are only convention and assume that they are G‑d-given laws.  Sometimes, and this, of course, is very paradoxical, the more educated a person is the less creative he can be, because education, in many instances, teaches people to be programmed.  When you take a driver’s ed course what you are programmed to do is put your foot on the brake every time you see a red light, and well you should.  When you take a typing course, what you are taught is how your fingers should hit the key automatically without thinking.  If you have to think about each key, you are going to be a very poor secretary, that what most education is training us to do things without thinking.  If you are in the army you go through basic training so that you will learn to obey orders without thinking, just do whatever your commander tells you to do, so that, in effect, much learning is not about thinking but about putting a computer in our brain.  That is why usually creative people’s ideas are never accepted immediately because the program which has been put in a person’s brain cannot assimilate this new way of looking at things.  Jewish creativity stems from the fact that we Jews have always looked at things differently.  We have always looked from different angles.  In fact, that is one of the main differences between Talmudic learning and secular learning.  When you go to a public school, usually what you are taught is to solve a problem, get another problem, solve it, etc.  That is not Talmudic learning.  In Talmudic learning you have a problem and solve it.  Then the Talmud asks, is there another answer and another answer and another answer?  To a Jew there are five or six answers to every problem, not just one answer.  You must evaluate which of these answers is the best answer, but we investigate a problem from all possible angles.
When we go out into the succah we are supposed to look at life in different perspectives.  Those things which we take for granted are many times things which are really not essential and we can actually do something a different way than we have done it and a better way.  China was a big power until about 1600 and then China declined because the Emperor of China decided that they had enough modern inventions and things should just repeat themselves.  Of course, China lost ground.  The Emperor’s motives may have been altruistic because he did not want to engage anymore in defense research and to develop any more new weapons.  After all, China invented gunpowder.  They did not develop the gunpowder that they had already invented themselves.  This applied to many other inventions, too, many other navigational tools and other things.  They were satisfied the way they were.  They did not want to look at things from a different angle.  We always have to look at things from a different angle.  Many times those things which we throw away are those things which are most precious.  After all, penicillin comes from mold.  Many times we would never expect that certain discoveries would come from certain types of people.  Beethoven came from parents who were drunkards and syphilitic.  In fact, Beethoven’s earlier brothers and sisters died from syphilis, but Beethoven, even though stricken by deafness, made such a great contribution to humanity with his music.  It is very difficult many times to break yourself out of the mold of the way you are thinking.  If you want to make advances in the world, perfect the world, make this a better place, then you have to go outside.  You have to look at things that you normally would toss away.  That is why we put the refuse on the top of the succah.  Many things that we think have no value at all turn out ultimately to have a lot of value.  We go out into the succah and every time we go out to the succah we say “L’Shaiv BaSuccah” to confirm the fact that we are looking at things from a different angle.  This, of course, is the source of Jewish creativity.
Why don’t we take the lulav and esrog on Shabbos?  The lulav and esrog also speak about creativity.  The esrog we hold on the left hand.  It is beautiful and it smells good.  To most people this is as far as they would go.  The esrog is beautiful and nice, but the sticks on the right hand, the palm branch and the myrtle and willow, have no use.  Actually, we know that if we investigate the palm and myrtle and willow that they have many uses, many potentialities.  Therefore, we make the blessing not on the esrog but on the lulav to teach us that there are many potentialities in nature, that there are many times hidden in nature.  That, of course, is what the word “Olem” in Hebrew means.  It means “hidden”.  It is our job to bring forth the hidden potentialities of the world.  Therefore, we make a blessing on the lulav and not on the esrog.
On Shabbos, though, we are not supposed to be creative.  We are not supposed to be actively creative.  Six days of the week we are supposed to be creative and one day of the week we are supposed to sit back and enjoy the works of our creation.  Man should be not only man the creator but man the appreciator, man the mediator.  Although on Shabbos we may think about creating things, on Shabbos we do not impress our will on nature.  That, of course, is the work that is prohibited on Shabbos.  It is not all work which is prohibited on Shabbos, just work in which we change nature, in which we impose our will on nature.  Therefore, on Shabbos we do not take the lulav and esrog because we are not going to be creative now.  We are going to enjoy what we have already created.  Six days we are supposed to create.  On Shabbos we can just think about how problems can be different and new and be looked at in new life.  We are not supposed to pursue them.  We are supposed to enjoy what we have already created.  The Chinese Emperor in this instance was right, but he should have only done it one day a week and six days a week he should have pursued the hidden potentialities of the world.
That is, too, why we read what we read on Shabbos of Succos, to teach us that G‑d has given us a sure sign whether His presence is with us or not, and that sign is creativity.  If we Jews are still creative, then we can rest assured that G‑d is still with us.  If G‑d’s presence leaves us then we will stop being creative.  G‑d has given us a great opportunity to be a creative people, to be a people who lead the world in inventions in the sense that we look at things in a different way through different eyes.  Let us all hope and pray that we will be worthy of this, that we will never throw away anything that is ugly or not proper, etc.
I am reminded of the story they tell of a robot who was terribly ugly.  In fact, he was so ugly that they said he had a face that only his motor could love.  In our religion we should never cast away anything or anyone.  We should look for the hidden potential because in this way we will always be creative, and, because we are creative, may we always be worthy to serve G‑d in truth and justice and kindness without any deviousness or lies or trickery.

SHABBOS CHOL HAMOED SUCCOS 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Succos is known as Yom Simchaseinu, the time of our joy.  More than any other holiday it is known as a holiday of joy.  In fact, in the Talmud when we mention “the holiday”, the “chag”, it always refers to Succos.  Three times does the Torah say you should be happy.  Why is it that Succos is the holiday par excellence of joy?  After all, Succos comes at the turning of the year.  In northern climes, anyway, the weather is turning cold.  In a few days it will freeze there.  The leaves are falling off the trees.  Pretty soon the luxuriant vegetation of the earth will go to sleep and the landscape will be bare.  Problems will abound.  It is hard to keep warm, etc.  Why should it be that Succos is known as Yom Simchaseinu, the day of our joy?  In fact, the rabbis even recognize that by having us read the Book of Keheles, the Book of Ecclesiastes on Succos.  It is an extremely pessimistic book which speaks about how everything in life really is not satisfying, and only in the last few sentences does it say how the belief in G‑d and the doing of mitzvahs adds dignity and beauty and meaning to life, but everything else, the sun also rises, the rivers run to sea and the sea is never filled, etc.  Why should this be a holiday of our great joy?
The rabbis tell us that this is a holiday of joy for many reasons.  First of all, it teaches us what we need in order to be joyful.  One of the most important things about Succos is when it comes during the year.  It comes right after Yom Kippur.  We all know that we are all prone to depression, that it is very rarely that a person can get through the day or most certainly through a week without sometimes feeling overburdened with anxieties and the troubles of life.  Depression is rife among many of our people today.  We all know about singing the blues and a blue funk that comes over people.  Sometimes it seems that everything is worthless and useless.  The rabbis tell us that the worst possible sin is the sin of despair, the sin of hopelessness because once a person feels everything is hopeless and useless then he has to try to escape into drink or into evil tantalizing deeds that will just get his mind off his problems.  In Judaism we say that every human being is worthwhile.  Every human being is necessary.  G‑d is counting on each of us.  That, of course, is what Yom Kippur proclaims.  When we finish Yom Kippur each of us should feel that we have dignity and self-worth.  Everyone should feel that their life is important and that G‑d is counting on them.  Also, we should realize that when we make mistakes we can still come back, that G‑d still counts on us, that G‑d still loves us, that G‑d wants us to continue.  Many times, too, people feel powerless in the face of their problems.  They should always realize that G‑d is there to help them.  Sometimes when people get low they feel that they just have to escape their problems they should realize that there is a higher power to help them.  That, of course, is what the AA’s twelve steps are all about.  Rabbi Abraham Twersky, who is a Chassidic rebbe with a long beard and is also a psychiatrist who runs a hospital for drug addicts and is one of the leading authorities in the United States, endorses these 12 principles wholeheartedly saying that they reflect the true Jewish approach to life.  He says that they are rooted in Musser, although the original people who proposed these 12 principles were not actually Jewish but they hit upon something that has within it a Jewish kernel.  What is that kernel?  That G‑d is there to help every single one of us, that none of us should ever feel that we are alone, that none of us should ever feel that we cannot conquer our problems.  If we will but open our hearts, as the rabbis say, “A needle’s worth G‑d will open the heart wide to drive a camel through”. In other words, it is all up to us to begin to try to live life day by day.  Succos teaches us these things.  Succos teaches us that life is hard, life is difficult.  We are all going to be surrounded by problems, but we can overcome.  We can do great things.
That is why on this holiday of great joy we take our lulav and esrog and parade around the shul saying, “Help us, G‑d, help us,” because we know G‑d will help us.  We are not powerless in the face of our problems.  We have an unseen ally that will help us overcome our problems.  We also know, the rabbis tell us, that the 7 mitzvahs of Succos will allow us to overcome 7 causes many times of depression.  First of all, there is the succah, itself.  Many times people become depressed because they do not have things, but things are not the most important thing in life.  They are not the most important thing in life.  There are always people who have more things than you have in life.  Sometimes people are depressed because they do not have a big bank account, and, unfortunately, in America the only way they judge people is by the size of their bank account.  That is unrealistic and not even the true measure of a man.  You can have a big account and still be miserable and unhappy.  It is not things that make you.  We should realize that.  A person can be happy living in a hut, living in a succah, as long as you have your health, your family.  You can make it as long as you have G‑d’s help.  First of all, we go out into the succah to teach us that we should not be dependent upon things.  It is nice to have things, but if you have not got it it is okay, too.  You can still lead a happy and a good life.

Then we have the lulav and esrog.  What do we do?  We take the esrog, which is a symbol of beauty and we put it in the left hand, again, not the right hand, and we make the blessing not on the esrog but on the lulav, a bunch of sticks, not on the beautiful esrog.  The reason for that is to teach us that beauty is not everything.  Other people can be more handsome or beautiful than you, but so what?  That is not the thing that makes for inner happiness and joy.  Outer manifestations of beauty are nice, but they are not going to save you when big problems come.  The beautiful things are nice but they are also usually very, very fragile, that the most important thing is the inner character that a person has.  Also, the rabbis tell us that the esrog, according to many rabbis, was the forbidden fruit that Adam and Eve should not have eaten.  It was never the apple.  I apologize to Newton, but it was never the apple in Jewish tradition.  Some people say it was the grape, some say it was wheat, and some say it was the esrog.  The esrog was that fruit which caused man’s downfall but which can also cause man to rise up again, so if a person has bad character traits he can change them. He can make them better.  You should not be depressed because you get angry quickly.  Change your anger into righteous indignation.  Protest for the poor, protest against the evils of society.  If you have a tendency to be miserly, then you should try to become treasurer of some good organization where you can use this character trait in a positive way.  The esrog teaches us that it is nice to have beautiful things, but it is not really essential.  Someone should not be depressed because he does not have them.  They are not really the end all and be all of life.  Also, you should not be depressed by your own bad character traits.  You can change them and use them in a good way.  The rabbis say that Moshe, himself, had a bad temper but he was able to control that temper and put it into positive areas.
Then, of course, we have the lulav, itself, and the lulav, itself, is a date.  We remind ourselves of Tamar.  Tamar was the daughter-in-law of Judah.  To her was promised Judah’s third son.  She married Judah’s first two sons and they had died so Judah was afraid to give her his third son, but somehow she knew that she had to become pregnant through this family and so she, through a ruse, consorted with Judah without his knowledge.  The Mashiah came from him, but even though certain things that look bad and look wrong out of them can still spring some good.  The Mashiach is going to come from this consorting of Judah with his daughter-in-law, Tamar, that many times we are depressed because we have done things that we should not have done but good can still spring out of them.  We should not constantly be overcome with this guilt if we have correctly assessed this situation and determined not to do these things again.  Even the bad that we do can still sometimes turn out to be good, so we should not be completely by that which happened in the past.  We should try to redeem that which is bad in the past by making it good.
Then we have the Hadas, and the Hadas reminds us of Esther because Esther’s Hebrew name was really Hadassa.  It teaches us that G‑d’s salvation can come in a twinkling of an eye.  Here all the Jewish people were supposed to be destroyed by Haman and, yet, the tables were turned almost overnight.  G‑d’s help and salvation comes in the twinkling of an eye.  If we feel oppressed by problems we should never give up.  We should remember that things can change overnight. Look what has happened to Russian Jewry.  Who would have ever thought that Russia was now going to be the friend of the United States and would let all her Jews out?  Right now there is freedom of religion in Russia. Who knows how long it will last, but for 70 years these people were persecuted and hounded and now they are free.  Now they can go, now they can leave.  It is a miracle.  We all know in life many times we feel upset and oppressed by all sorts of different problems, but we should not give up.  Remember, things can happen to overturn these problems immediately.  We should never feel that these problems have to be eternal.
Then we have the Arova.  The Arova stands for water, for the challenges of life.  We take the Hashana Arova and we beat it as a symbol that we want rain and water.  Water, of course, stands for Torah but water also stands for the problems of life, the difficulties of life.  It is these difficulties of life, though, which allow us to grow, allow us to reach our potential.  Water many times is very inconvenient.  Water gets in the way.  Rain and mud and slime get in our way, but, yet, they make things grow.  The rabbis teach us that the Jewish people when they went out into the desert, it was considered a great merit.  As the prophet Jeremiah said, “You went after me in the desert to a land which was not sown and this was considered a great merit to you.” Why should this be a great merit to the Jewish people?  After all, they were given their food and water.  Their clothes did not even rot.  What was such a great merit?  The great merit was that they did not have any challenges.  They did not have to supply these things for themselves and, yet, in spite of that, they grew spiritually and physically because they were given the opportunity to develop their minds through Torah, etc.  That, of course, is the great challenge that we have.  When water comes into our life, when rain falls, so to speak, on our parade we should not give up.  We should look on this as an opportunity to mold and shape our character.  Of course, we do not want overwhelming problems.  Of course our own death and things of that nature are not going to cause us to grow, but most of the problems of life are actually opportunities which allow to grow.  We should not be depressed by them.  We should continue to look at them as challenges, as opportunities.  In this way we will not allow them to depress us.
Finally, you have the two other mitzvahs of Succos.  You have the Chageega and the mitzvah to rejoice, itself, the inner joy of Succos.  The Chageega, of course, was the sacrifice that a person would bring up when he came with his family to Jerusalem.  He came up to Jerusalem with his family. As long as you have a family who will go up to Jerusalem with you and are interested in Jewish values and Jewish ways and in trying to right by G‑d and man then that is all you really need.  With that you can overcome all the other problems that you have in the world.  Sometimes even if you have problems with your family, if they are still people who are interested in going to Jerusalem you should not be depressed because eventually these problems can be worked out because they really have the same values you have.  They have the same goals that you have.  That, of course, is the greatest blessing of all.  The rabbis say that you will have real joy if you realize that you can solve your problems, that G‑d is there to help you, that even if you cannot rely wholly on your family you can always rely on G‑d.  The greatest blessing in life is not things, and that is what Succos teaches us when we go out to the succah.  It is not the lack, it is not the challenges; the greater problem is the lack of challenges.  We should always realize that as long as we have G‑d’s help and as long as we have a family that supports us and cares for us and is interested also in solving these kinds of problems, we can overcome all difficulties.  We do not have to be depressed.  Depression can lift from us.  If we realize that we have self-worth and dignity, if we realize that we are not a slave to things, if we realize that even from the bad things we did before we can create good, we do not have to stay forever in the pit of guilt.  If we realize, too, that G‑d’s salvation comes in the twinkling of an eye and that the problems that come in our life are challenges and opportunities and if we, too, realize that our family and those who are working with us are also working to go up to Jerusalem, if we have a family that supports us and cares for us and is concerned about us, then we can overcome.  Especially if we have sons and daughters who we want to teach and love, then that in itself is an incentive to be rejoiceful and to never give up.  Of course, the most important thing is, as we say in the special psalm in the month of Elul until the end of Succos, “G‑d is my light and my strength”, that G‑d is always there is help us then that will give us a true feeling of joy.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a monk in Tibet who was going around selling reincarnations.  They say that he was the only used karma salesman in town.  In life you cannot rely on gimmicks.  You cannot rely on all sorts of fads to give you happiness, to relieve the depression of life.  The only way you are able to relieve the depression of life is to know that there is a G‑d there Who helps you, there is a G‑d Who counts on you, Who gives you dignity, a G‑d Who can even change the bad things you have done in the past to good, Who can change in the twinkling of an eye the bad things, the depression and the hard circumstances you are under to joy, and also that G‑d has given you a family and others who will help you in this endeavor, that there is always people of like minds who will support you, which, of course, is the cardinal principle of the AA, which, of course, is Rabbi Twersky says based on Jewish principles, that if we have the support of others and the help of G‑d and we realize that we are important and have dignity and self-worth we never need be depressed. We can live joyful, happy lives.  May we all do so.  Amen.

SHABBOS CHOL HAMOED SUCCOS 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On Chol Hamoed Shabbos of Succos and Pesach we read something from the book of Shmos, from the Book of Exodus, which does not seem to have anything to do with these holidays.  We learn how Moshe Rabbeinu pleads with G‑d to show him His essence, and G‑d says, “No, I will not show you My face but only My back,” and He puts Moshe in the cleft of a rock.  We also learn how this happened after the Jewish people had sinned with the golden calf and how Moshe had begged G‑d to forgive them and not just to forgive them but also to lead them, for the Jewish people to have G‑d’s presence with them whenever and wherever they would be Why do we read this?  There is only about one line at the very end that has anything to do with Succos.
Secondly, on Shabbos we do not march with the lulav and esrog around the shul but we do open up the ark, and we do say some Hoshanas. We ask G‑d to save us “for Your sake, G‑d, save us, Our Creator, save us, Our Redeemer, save us, the One Who knows our secret thoughts, save us,” and then we read all about Shabbos.  It seems strange that we should read a paragraph about Shabbos.  “They hastened to welcome the coming of Sabbath.  They kindled with blessing the lights of the Sabbath Their garments of beauty they donned for the Sabbath.  Fine food and good drink they prepare for the Sabbath.  With kiddush wine blessing the hail of the Sabbath.  They study Torah.  They give solace on the Sabbath.  “Why do we have to read this for?  Why do we have to say anything on Shabbos?  We do not take the lulav and esrog.  We do not march around the shul.  Why should we open the ark and say this about Shabbos?
Finally, too, why is it that we have all sorts of fictitious walls that we set up for our succah?  In our succah you can have walls that are not solid.  As long as there is not more than 3 or 4 inches between the slats it is considered a solid wall.  That is what we have outside in our succah.  The wall of the succah does not actually have to go up to the slach because there is a principle that it projects up.  Although we know that we have to have at least three sides to the succah, there could be an overhang from the roof until you actually get to the slach.  As long as it is not more than six feet.  We also know that there are different projections that are allowed.  They even make up for the third wall and a fourth wall, that the succah has a lot of imaginary walls.  As long as you fulfill the halachic requirements of the projection and exactly do it the right way, then you can have a succah which to an outsider would not seem to have walls at all, but which, according to halacha, has walls.  This seems very strange.  Why should this be so?  In fact, the rabbis tell the story of a man who built such a succah with several imaginary projections and walls and so forth, and he beautified the succah and put in some very precious objects.  The next day he came to his succah and they were all gone.  The Cossacks had come and stolen them.  He could not understand how that could be since they were sitting in the succah.  How did he invade the walls?  His children looked at him and said, “Well, I think it is because the Cossacks did not study the laws of succah and they did not know that these imaginary walls were real.”  When it comes to Succos, why do we have these types of walls at all?

It seems to me that one of the main lessons of Succos is that because you are rich it does not mean that you are good.  You could be good or you could not be good.  If you are poor and needy it does not mean that you are bad or deserving to be poor and needy.  In America unfortunately today there are many people who feel that they deserve to be rich, that they are rich because they are being repaid by G‑d for being so righteous, and when they attend their services they celebrate their own righteousness.  They feel that they are being blessed because they have done the right thing.  They have fulfilled all the so‑called norms that are required of them and, therefore, they deserve the blessings that have been given to them.  In fact, there is a Calvinistic philosophy which speaks about this.  The Puritans in America thought this way.  They thought that if you were rich it was because you deserved to be rich and if you were poor it was because you deserved to be poor and the rich do not really owe the poor anything, but the rich should give the poor something for the benefit of the rich man’s soul, not because the poor deserve it.  This is the antithesis of Judaism, which says that being rich or poor has no bearing at all on whether or not you are good.  G‑d disburses His gifts the way He wants to disburse His gifts and riches are just another gift.  G‑d gives some people the gift to speak.  G‑d gives other people the gift to sing.  G‑d gives other people high intelligence.  He gives other people athletic ability.  He gives some people riches.  Why G‑d gives the gifts that He does to the individuals we do not know.  In fact, the rabbis say that that is really the question that Moshe Rabbeinu asks G‑d.  In the Amorah Brochas it said that what Moshe wanted to know is why sometimes the evil seem to be successful, the evil people seem to be rich, and the poor people who are righteous seem to suffer.  Why should they be poor?  Why shouldn’t they be successful?  Why should the evil people be successful and the poor people suffer?  G‑d, of course, did not give Moshe a direct answer.  He said, “You will see in the end if you look through history you will see how everything works out all right, but right now you cannot understand it.  Right now you cannot understand it because you are not standing in My vantage point.  If you would stand in my vantage point and knew all what went before and all which is going ahead in the future, you would understand it.”  We do not understand it.  We do not understand why the poor suffer, and we do not understand why the rich, evil people are successful.  Why should it be that the poor righteous have to suffer?  We do not know.  We do not know the answers to these questions, but we do know that if G‑d gives us gifts we are supposed to share them.  If G‑d gives us a gift of musical talent, if G‑d gives us a gift of intelligence and G‑d gives us the gift of athletic ability, we are supposed to share it.  If G‑d gives us the gift of riches we are supposed to share it also.

That is, of course, why we read this portion that we do on Succos because Succos teaches us that it is not riches that count.  What counts in life is what do you do with what you have?  Do you try your best to share it with everyone?  The rabbis tell us that Succos actually celebrates the Exodus from Egypt, that we have two holidays that celebrate the Exodus from Egypt: Pesach, itself, and Succos.  Actually Succos should not have occurred when it occurs.  It should have occurred when the Jewish people left Egypt because that is when they started to live in Succos.  That is when they started to wander around in Egypt, but, no, G‑d made sure that we had Succos at this particular time because this is also the harvest time.  This is also the time when people take in their harvest.  Some get a bountiful harvest and some do not get a bountiful harvest.  At this particular time we go out to the succah which teaches us that our riches do not determine whether we are good or not.  Whether you are rich or poor does not mean that you are good or bad.  Many people in America feel that the poor deserve to be poor.  Let them be poor.  I deserve to be rich so I should be rich.
That, of course, is anathema to Judaism.  Judaism says G‑d gives gifts the way He wants to give gifts.  They tell the story about the Chofetz Chaim who when one person asked him the same question, “How come many people have this gift and other people have this gift, how do we explain it?” The Chofetz Chaim said, “Well, it is like a stranger who came to shul and he saw that the gabbai was giving honors.  He gave one to one corner of the shul, another to another corner of the shul, this in the middle, that on the side.  He went up to the gabbai and said, ‘How come you are not doing a more systematic way?  You should first give one group of people on one side of the shul the honors and the next week another group of people.  Why are you running back and forth all over all over the shul giving honors?’ The gabbai said, ‘You just came here.  You do not know what went before or what is going to come afterwards, so you cannot determine who should get honors and who should not.  It is I who know all the history and know what is going on.  I know who to give the honors to.’”  That, in effect, is what G‑d told Moshe Rabbeinu, too.  When it comes to life you can be good whether you are rich or good whether you are poor.  The gifts that are given to you are no determinant of whether you are a good person or a bad person.  Therefore, on Succos we go outside to the succah and we live in a succah sometimes of imaginary walls because the only restraint upon us is that we should act with dignity and respect.  We should be a mentsch.  We should be honest.  We should have integrity.  We have these invisible walls upon us.  We cannot look after success.  We cannot seek success through immoral means.  We have invisible walls that surround us and we should always remember that.  The important thing in life is not really what you have.  We go out to the succah to teach us that the important thing in life is the invisible walls.  Do we act like a mentsch at all times?  Do we share the gifts that G‑d has given us?
That is, too, why we open up the ark on Shabbos and say Hoshanna, too.  Save us, G‑d, from this terrible attitude, that if you are rich you must be good.  Save us from that arrogance.  That is why we read about what we do on Shabbos because Shabbos is a great equalizer of man.  On Shabbos we leave our riches, we leave our businesses and sit at the table.  We eat basically the same meal whether we are poor or rich.  If we are rich we may have a few more side dishes.  We may have a few more clothes, but, basically, Shabbos is the great equalizer.  We come to shul.  We sit together, rich and poor.  We all stand equal, before G‑d.

That is why, too, on the other days of the week we take our lulav and esrogs and we march around the bemah.  We do it in a circle, which is also to teach us the same lesson, because in a circle everyone in the outside is an equidistance from the center, and in a circle we are all going the same direction.  No matter how rich we are, we are eventually going to die.  Thirdly, a circle can always expand to include everyone.  It just gets wider but it still makes it the same distance from the center.  Therefore, this holiday teaches us something very, very important.  This holiday teaches us that whether or not you are rich or poor it does not determine whether or not you are good or bad.  G‑d loves us all and G‑d, for His own reasons, distributes gifts.  Why give someone riches and others not?  Only He knows.  Why does He give some people high intelligence and some not?  Only He knows.  Why does He give some people athletic gifts and other people musical talents?  Only He knows.  All we are to do is develop the talents the best that we can and share them with everybody but always maintaining our integrity and morality and never violating the invisible walls which should surround all of us.  Let us all hope and pray that we will learn this lesson of Succos.  Let us all hope and pray that we will all try to do the right thing, that we will share whatever gift G‑d gives us with everyone else, and that we will always try to be a mentsch.  May we do this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  Amen.

SUCCOS — SHABBOS CHOL HAWED 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On the first day of Succos I talked about peace between Israel and the nations.  On the second day of Succos I talked about peace between man and himself.  Today I would like to talk about peace between man and nature.  We know that there was a special celebration that used to take place when the Temple stood.  It was called the Simchas Bas Ha’Sheaiva at which time a special libation of water was offered on the altar.  This was, of course, a concrete prayer for rain in the coming year because, as we all know, without rain we cannot exist.  Israel’s agricultural economy was completely dependent upon the rain coming in the early fall and coming in the late winter.  If these two rains, called the Yoran and Malkas, did not come then it would be very difficult for anything to grow in Israel and the people would literally starve.  This Simchas Bas Sheaiva was accompanied with great joy and happiness.  All night the Gemora records the people would celebrate.  The rabbis would act as jugglers.  They even set up a special lighting system so that throughout Jerusalem you could, even if you wanted to, you could count the grains of wheat because it was so light.  There was lots of festivity.  The rabbis say that if a person never saw the joy of this Simchas Bas Sheaiva they never saw joy throughout all of their life.  In fact, Succos throughout the Talmudic literature is known as Che Chag, as the holiday, because of this great joy.  Of course, we have taken over some of this joy in Succos today, too, in the celebration of Simchas Torah because there was a time when Simchas Torah was not the holiday in which we completed the reading of the cycle and started over again because there was a three year cycle in the reading of much of Jewry, but we have taken over this great joy of the Simchas Bas Sheaiva and we have transferred a lot of it to Simchas Torah.  There are still some people who celebrate the Simchas Bas Sheaiva at different gatherings throughout Succos, of course, without the libation but just using the name.  The rabbis say that originally this holiday was known as Simchas Bas Sheaiva, which means the Simcha of the drawing of the water, and they used to draw water from the Sheeloah, which is a spring which still exists which is in the bottom of the Temple mount, and they used to bring up to the Temple mount with great joy and singing and happiness, and then they used to pour it on the altar.  The Saduccees opposed this practice and, in fact, Alexander Yanai when he was king (he was originally allied with the Pharisees but he became disenamored of the Pharisees and he joined the Saduccees) and once he took this flask of water and instead of pouring it on the altar he poured it at his feet.  Of course, he was pelted by the esrog of the assembled populace.  Of course, then he unleashed his pretorian guard and many Jews were killed, and then he persecuted the Pharisees quite severely for many years until his wife ascended the throne at his death and her brother was the head of the Pharisees and, of course, the persecution then ended.
The rabbis say that this holiday is known as not only Simchas Bas Sheaiva but also Simchas HaTeshuva because it is a very important simcha.  They all ask, why was this considered such an important simcha?  They say because when they poured the water it went into the Sheeseem.  The rabbis ask, what does it mean the Sheeseem?  Some people say these were the drainage ducts that Dovid HaMelech had created, and some people say that these are the drainage ducts that went into the Kidron Valley.  The Kidron Valley was a very fertile valley because of this because it received all the residue from the Temple.  Others, however, say no, that it went down into the bowels of the earth, that the Sheeseem were created in the very beginning of creation.  That is why it says Bereishis.  They created the Sheeseem at the very beginning of creation and Dovid HaMelech when he connected the ducts of the altar to the Sheeseem they caused the water to go all the way down to the depths and actually affect nature.  They say that once there was a drought in Jerusalem and David prayed and there was great rains and all of a sudden the Sheeseem came up, the water in the Sheeseem came up and threatened to flood the Temple and Jerusalem.  David did not know what to do, so he asked Chakeetofel, who was his advisor, a very smart man who later became a traitor to him, and he said, “Is it possible to write G‑d’s name on some pottery and to throw it down into these ducts and in this way they would block the Sheeseem and Jerusalem would not be flooded?” The question was, could they write G‑d’s name on it.  Chakeetofel said, “Listen, if you can write G‑d’s name and erase it to save the marriage between a husband and a wife when they used to have this ceremony the Sota, which we have not had now for 40 years before the destruction of the Temple, so certainly to save a marriage between a husband and a wife you are allowed to erase G‑d’s name so certainly, too, to save all Jerusalem and all the people in Jerusalem you are allowed to write G‑d’s name on it.  So he did and he threw it down and it stopped.  The Sheeseem was plugged up and the waters from the deep did not come up and overwhelm Jerusalem, but the rabbis all ask the question, well, if it is a question of Pekoach Nefesh, obviously you could write G‑d’s name and erase it through this water since when it would go into the water the name would be erased because it is not one of the three things for which a Jew has to die, but they explain that that really was not the question.  The question was whether this would be efficacious.  By throwing down the pottery, was this going to do any good at all?  To do something which does not have any chance of helping is a different story.  For example, if a person said that in order to cure my son I have to go to Las Vegas and gamble, what does one thing have to do with the other?  It does not have anything to do with the other.  Obviously that would not be a case of Pekuach Nefesh.  Pekuach Nefesh means you are doing something that really has a chance, at least a 1% or 2% chance of saving this person’s life, so if there is no connection at all then you cannot use it.  Would this have any effect at all?  The question here really was, does man have an affect on nature?  Do we have an effect on nature?  You can argue on this.  I remember when I first came here in 1976 we had to wear a coat to go into the succah.  It was cold and people were predicting then it was one of the coldest winters Houston had had, and they were predicting the coming ice age.  Now, of course, 18 years later they are talking about global warming, and it was pretty warm in the succah the last few days.  So does man really affect the environment or doesn’t he?  One volcano in the Philippines erupting caused more pollution than 50 years of all the industrial pollution in the world.  So does man really affect nature?  Do we have anything to do to create peace in the world, to create harmony in nature?  Do we have a role to play?  The answer, of course, is yes we do. That is why David when he threw down the pottery he did have an effect on nature and we do have an effect on nature.  We can change nature.  We can make nature our enemy or our friend.  In fact, it is very interesting in the succah it is the only commandment that if it makes you uncomfortable you do not have to stay in the succah.  If it is too cold you do not have to stay in the succah.  After all, if you are uncomfortable on Yom Kippur it does not mean that you can stop fasting.  It does not mean that your life is in danger if you are uncomfortable.  You are just uncomfortable and you can get out of the succah because nature can make us uncomfortable.  We have to change nature so that we are comfortable with nature.  Man has the capacity to change nature.  We can see that now.  For example in the Soviet Union people who have been to the Soviet Union tell me that there are so many children who are born with birth defects.  That is because Russia did not have an effective environmental program.  In fact, some of their huge lakes are completely polluted and some have completely dried up because they did not take the correct precautions in order to protect them against the ravages of their own over-irrigation and their own industrialism.  Some of the most polluted areas in the world are in the eastern European bloc or the former eastern European bloc.  Man has a role to play.  Man can really pollute nature.  He can really change nature.  We do not know if he can really do as much as some of the Greenpeace advocates say, but man has a role to play two ways.  One is how we use nature and the second way is by our moral acts.  That was, of course, the story of the flood.  We caused the flood to come upon the world by our immoral acts.  Science would not possibly agree with us on this, although actually on some sub‑atomic particle levels we do know that man’s thoughts can even affect it in a certain way, but man’s moral actions do affect nature, and that is, of course, what we read every day twice a day when we say the Shma.  It says, “And the anger of G‑d will be kindled against you and He will shut up the heavens that there will be no rain and the land will not yield its produce, and you shall perish quickly from off the goodly land which the Lord gives you.”  In other words, if we are not moral, if we do not act in the correct way then, of course, we will perish from the land.  Nature, itself, is affected.  We know that in the land of Israel this is especially true because the land of Israel is a peculiar land and it has so many climatic zones.  Almost every tree known to man and every herb and plant known to man can grow there.  It is only 45 minutes from the bus station in Tel Aviv to the bus station of Jerusalem and you go through different climatic zones.  In Israel some place in the north have water and the south has no water.  You have to learn how to mix soils and work in unity.  The people have to work together and, of course, that requires a great deal of morality and trust, and if you do not have any morality among people and you do not have any trust they cannot work together and then the great benefits of the land of Israel will not be realized.  When Mark Twain was there in the 1880’s he said this was a G‑d forsaken land.  He could never understand how this could be considered G‑d’s promised land because it was filled with malaria and disease and low life expectancy and there were very few inhabitants of the land.  Man can affect nature very much and we see that in the land of Israel now where Israel is a food exporter, and that was because the people worked together and went out and applied the correct means in order to produce food.  We can again make the desert blossom, but it takes a lot of work.  In order to have peace between man and nature man has to understand nature and work with nature and man also has to be moral.  Let us all hope and pray that in the coming year we will all learn this lesson.  We will all learn the lesson that there can be peace between man and nature, too, if man will learn about nature and apply the lessons of nature in such ways that are beneficial to nature and beneficial to man, that if man will also act morally and correctly because if man acts morally and correctly then the ravages of war will not descend upon the earth and destroy the land, and, what’s more, G‑d has promised us that if we act morally He will see to it that nature blesses us with rain at the right time and the sun at the right time so that our crops will grow and flourish so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  Amen.

SUCCOS SHABBOS 1994
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Haphtorah of the Shabbos of Succos we read about war, about a terrible war where Gog from Agog is going to come up against the land of Israel and he is going to be put down by G‑d, Himself.  “I will execute judgment on him with pestilence and with blood and driving rain and great hailstones with fire and brimstone.  I will rain on him and on his hordes and on many peoples that are with him.  That is where I will manifest My greatness and My holiness as I become known in the eyes of many nations and the nations will know that I am the Lord.” This is a prophecy which speaks about a great war.  It is hard to understand why we are reading about war so much on Succos.  We read about it on the first day, too, when Succos is supposed to be a holiday of peace, peace between man and G‑d, peace between fellow Jews, peace between the Jewish nation and all the nations of the world.  This is a holiday where there is peace even between man and himself, and here we continue to read about war.  “And I will bring you upon the mountains of Israel and I will smite your boat from your left hand and strike down your arrows from your right hand (speaking about G‑d) and the mountains of Israel shall you fall, you and your hordes and peoples that are with you.” It seems difficult to understand when we are speaking about this terrible war.
It is also hard to understand why we read what we do read in the Torah for the Shabbos of Succos.  We read how after the sin of the golden calf G‑d forgave the Jewish people but He told Moshe Rabbeinu that He would not go up with the people but that His presence would not go up but He would send an angel and Moshe said no.  He said, “If You do not go with us, then don’t take us out from here.”  Moshe also said how the Jewish people would know whether G‑d’s presence was with them and we would know that because “we will be distinguished I and Your people from all the nations that are on the face of the earth.” In other words, the Jewish people would make great contributions to the world.  We would have great people in the arts and sciences and philosophy and politics and in all the fields.  This actually has been true since the time of Moshe Rabbeinu.  If you look at ancient history you will find Jews are mentioned among the Greeks and the Egyptians and they are mentioned of course in the Assyrian and Babylonian records and although Julius Caeser was a good friend of the Jewish people, August Caeser was a friend of ours, Nero was also in certain times friends of the Jewish people.  If we go through all of history, even if you take the history of the Persian Empire or even in China you will find that Jews have made a mark, and sometimes even in India as well.  Jews have always been in the cockpit of history.  We have not been some tribe that has been completely divorced from the course of world history and done our thing in a small corner of the world, but any time great events have happened there you have found Jews.  This is what this Haphtorah speaks about.  It speaks about the fact that we can always tell that G‑d’s presence is among us because we have produced distinguished people, but why should we read bout this on Succos, especially a holiday which is Zeman Simchaseinu.  Why should that make us happy?  At the same time we are saying, “Save us, help us, help us, G‑d.”
Really when it comes to prayer, when it comes to help, why do we need G‑d’s help for at all?  We need G‑d’s help because it is so difficult to make decisions.  We do not know what the right or wrong decision is.  Sometimes the predictions on either side and the suggestions of what is right and wrong seem to be about balanced.  It is difficult to know what is the right or wrong decision to make.  That is why we need G‑d’s help.  When we pray we do not pray so much for individual things, although sometimes in a weakish moment we do pray for things for the Jewish people and the nations of the world as whole, but when we pray most of the time we are just praying, “G‑d, help us to make the right decisions.  Help us seek out the right doctors who can cure us.  Help us seek out the right business adventures that will allow us to support our family.  Help us make the right decisions in interpersonal relationships so that we will have good, cohesive, solid families.” What we are asking for mainly is G‑d’s help in making decisions.  Since we cannot know all the facts and it is impossible to know all the facts, we make most of our decisions based on incomplete knowledge.  In fact, Moshe Rabbeinu, after he mentions this to G‑d, he says, “G‑d, please let me see Who You are.  Let me see Your presence.” G‑d said, “No, you will not be able to see My presence because no man can see Me and live.” But G‑d said something else.  He said, “Behold, there is a place with Me and you shall stand on the rock and it will be when My glory shall pass over and I will put you in the cleft of the rock and I will shield My hand over you until I pass and I will move My hand and you will see My back, but My face you will not see.” In other words, Moshe Rabbeinu could not understand all of G‑d’s ways either.  When we look toward the future it is impossible to see exactly what the future is going to be.  It is very murky, but when we look backwards we can see exactly how G‑d-acted in history.  His footsteps are clear.  For example, there was a great fight raging in the Jewish community whether the Jewish people should have a State of Israel.  In fact, there were some Jews who said that the worst possible thing for the Jewish people would be to have a State.  In fact, some of these stalwart backers of this position were found here in Houston.  One of the synagogues in Houston was one of the basic synagogues of that movement, which declared that having a state would be one of the worst possible things for the Jewish people, and they were very powerful in the United States at one time.  The community was actually divided whether the Jewish people should have a state.  Today that whole argument seems ludicrous, because we know how beneficial the State of Israel has been to the Jewish people and how much we all need it.  In fact, the rabbi of that synagogue, and I won’t mention names, did something very brave because after the Six Day War he got up and admitted that he had made a mistake and his synagogue joined all the other synagogues then in applauding the birth of State of Israel.  That is something that just happened within the memory of many people who live here who are here today in this room.  When it comes to making decisions, and, of course, making decisions in our personal life as well, it is so hard to know whether we make the right decision.  You can give 40 reasons for it and 40 reasons against it.  Therefore, we need G‑d’s help in making decisions.  It is not always clear what the right and correct decisions are that we could or that we should make.
In fact, today we are faced with the terrible decision in Israel and that is, how big should Israel be basically so that we will have peace in the Middle East and not war?  This is a very difficult decision, and who knows who is on the right side of this issue?  I personally do not care what they give back as long as there is going to be a lasting peace, but if they are going to give back territories just so we should have a bigger war where Israel will have to fight at great disadvantage, then we are in terrible trouble.  We all know that even when the Jewish people went into Israel the first time they never occupied all-the land that G‑d-mentioned in the Torah that He was going to give us.  That can be reserved for Messianic times, for the time when the Mashiach, Himself, comes.  We do know that Israel has to be strong, that Israel cannot weaken herself so much that she invites attack because there is nothing more that invites attack than weakness.  Of course, we have to be careful that in our zeal for peace with the Arabs that we do not create war among the Jews.  After all, Rabin’s government has a very small support among the people, maybe 25%, 26%, and over half the people are vehemently opposed to his policies.  We know that many times he has had to resort to very shady applications of the law to make sure that his detractors are not given a full hearing in the court of public opinion in Israel.  So we know that it is very difficult when it comes to make decision.
That is why we say on the holiday of Succos, “Help us, help us, help us.” That’s why we read about war, too, because we know that the decisions we make can lead to war.  We have hope and confidence that G‑d will make sure that He will protect us but sometimes it is better that we do not have the full war in the first place so that we do not have to suffer the casualties even though G‑d will protect us and will eventually save us.  It is so difficult in these days to know what .the right decision is.  When we look back 10 years, 15 years, 20 years from now it will probably be obvious but right now even though we are distinguished people it does not mean that because you are a distinguished person that you can predict what the future should be, what the right decisions should be.  That is what Moshe Rabbeinu is telling us here.  We have just finished bringing in the harvest.  We have just finished a successful year.  Many of us, of course, even in this room have advanced degrees and are very successful but that does not mean that in the future we will also be successful unless we also make the correct decisions.  That is what we are asking for on this holiday of Succos, that G‑d will give us the ability to make the correct decisions.  Let us all hope and pray that each of us in our personal lives and our community life will make the right decisions and if we have made wrong decisions the moment that we see that they are wrong we will retract them and go on the right path and not be overcome with stubbornness.  Also, let us hope that on the national level that the President of the United States will make the right decisions so that United States will remain strong and democratic.  Let us hope and pray, too, that Israel especially at this very harrowing time that our leadership will make the right decisions and when they see that their decisions have been wrong that they will have the courage to retract them, but, most of all, let us make sure that the decisions that they make will only lead to peace and not to war.  Let us hope and pray that the war that has been predicted in the Haphtorah that we read has already taken place and that we will now enter into an era of peace.  Let us all make decisions correctly because we have had G‑d’s help in making the decisions, and let none of us say that just because we are distinguished people that we do not need G‑d’s help.  We all need G‑d’s help in making decisions.  May G‑d give us this help so we will all make good decisions and may there be peace in Israel and peace throughout the world so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  Amen.

SHABBOS OF SUCCOT 1998
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On the Shabbat of Succot, we read a very strange reading, a reading which really does not have anything at all to do with Succot.  We read about the fact that after the Jewish people had sinned from the golden calf, G-d said He would forgive them, but He would no longer lead them.  He would send an angel to lead them.  And Moshe said, “If Your presence, Itself, does not lead us, then don’t bring us up from this.  And how will I know that You are leading us?  How will I know that and that our people are going to be distinguished on the earth?” Moshe said that the Jewish people needed G‑d’s presence among them.  It would not suffice for an angel to lead them.  G‑d relented and said He would lead the Jewish people.
What was Moshe’s argument to G‑d?  His main argument was, “Because we are a stiff necked people.” In fact, we know that this is a very strange defense because this is exactly the words that G‑d told Moshe Rabbeinu about the Jewish people, that they were a stiff necked people, and that when they were worshipping the golden calf, G‑d told Moshe to go down to them because “your people, “ He said, “are a stiff necked people who are now worshipping idols.” How can Moshe use as a defense the fact that the Jewish people were stiff necked when G‑d had actually used this as an accusation against them.
What’s more, why on the Shabbat of Succot do we read the Book of Keheles?  This is a pessimistic book.  Hemingway used this book to get his title for his book The Sun Also Rises.  It is a book which states that life has no meaning.  What difference does it make if you are rich or poor?  It does not make any difference.  We are all going to die anyway.  There are some beautiful lines in it, and some wisdom in it, but, still, this is a very depressing book.  It is only at the very end where it says that if one serves G‑d, then everything is worthwhile, but it seems strange that we should read this book on Yom Simchaseinu, on the Day of our Joy.
Finally, the Haftorah is even worse than the Torah portion.  The Haftorah speaks all about terrible wars.  Why should we read about wars on Succot?  This is, again, the time of our joy, of our happiness.  We can perhaps understand the answer to these questions if we understand why Moshe used as a defense for the Jewish people that we were a stiff necked people.  In other words, Jews persist in believing that we can make this a better world, that we can redeem this world in spite of everything.  That is, of course, where our joy comes from.  Even Jews who have so-called given up belief in G-d still believe that the world should be redeemed.  Look at all those Jews who worked so hard for socialism and communism while denying that there was a G‑d.  After all, if there is no G‑d, then why should you work for anything?  Things are just chance, so why should we work for a better world?  But we Jews have always believed that we should work for a better world.  We have never been a religion which seeks to withdraw from the world.  We want this world to be a better place, and if we Jews sometimes feel that our religious beliefs get in the way, we are willing to chuck our religious beliefs.  We know that we are really partners with G‑d in creation.  Of course, those who chuck their religious beliefs soon find that their children especially stop believing in wanting to perfect the world, but we Jews have always clung to the idea that we can be an agent for perfecting this world.  This, of course, is one of the meanings of Succot.  Succot, according to the Ramban is a holiday which celebrates creation.  Therefore, there are seven days of Succot, and we are to complete the process of creation.  This is what Succot is about.  Succot gives meaning to our lives because it gives purpose to our lives.  We are created with a meaning, with a purpose.  As we all know, according to the new field of logatherapy, a field of psychiatry started by Victor Frankel, who learned this in the concentration camp himself, man needs meaning to live.  He says Freud was wrong.  Sex is not the basis of life, that Jung is wrong.  It is not priority of symbols, that Adler was wrong.  It is not the seeking of power, it is the seeking of meaning.  We all need meaning in our life, and if we have meaning in our life, we will have joy.  In fact, that is what George Bernard Shaw said.  He said to find yourself and good cause and wear yourself out in it, and you will have a happy life.  Succot tells us, you can be happy.  Life is filled with problems.  Don’t worry.  There are a lot of pessimistic views in life.  Don’t worry.  People talk about everything that is said in the Book of Keheles, but I am telling you life is still worthwhile.  Even if we are all still going to die, so what?  Life has purpose and meaning because we are bringing the redemption of the world.  Life is filled with joy, even though there are wars, but we can overcome these wars because we have ideals.  We know that our ideals are even inscribed on the walls of the United Nations, “And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks.” We know that life is filled with meaning, and we know that we cats cling to that meaning.  We know that this meaning will give us joy.  One of the problems of the modern world is that in spite of all its surface tinsel and seeming happiness and fun loving people, there is a deep sadness underneath it, and that is why there is so much alienation because people do not really believe that they have a purpose in life, a meaning in life.  When you find a meaning in life that elevates you, that makes you feel that you can accomplish something, that you are worthwhile, that you have joy in life, and that is, of course, is why Succot is Yom Simchaseinu.  Even though we have problems and we go around the synagogue saying, G‑d help us, G‑d help us,” we know that we have a purpose and a meaning.  Because we have a meaning in life, we have joy.
I am reminded of the story they tell about the Soviet Union.  When you were in Moscow, you had to have the right papers.  There were two friends walking, and one had papers and one did not.  All of a sudden, they noticed a KGB agent following them.  The one who had papers said, “Melt into the crowd.  I am going to run.”  He started to run, and the KGB man started to run after him.  Finally, after a two mile run, he caught up with him.  He said, “Show me your papers.” The man pulled out his papers and showed them to the KGB man.  He said, If you had papers, why were you running?”  The man replied, “Well, you see, the doctor said I should for my health.”  The KGB man asked, `But didn’t you see me chasing you?  Why didn’t you stop?”  The man replied, “Well, I thought you went to the same doctor.”  We Jews have always believed that we can overcome all problems because we know that we are G‑d’s agent to bring perfection to the world.  We Jews know that if we have meaning in life we have joy, and Succot teaches us that in spite of all the obstacles, in spite of the coming winter, in spite of the remonstrations and statements of Keheles, in spite of the wars we can still overcome, and because we know we are eventually going to overcome, we have joy.  Let us all hope we will have this joy so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  Amen.
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