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YIZKOR 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a little while we will be saying Yizkor.  In Jewish life the way we remember somebody is by lighting a candle.  Not every group does this.  In Judaism when we remember someone we light a candle because with a candle you can light many other candles and the flame is not diminished.  From its own light it lights many other candles and when it sputters out the other candles are still burning with its flame.  In life we really leave nothing behind but we can leave our flame that we have shared with others if we have warmth with others then our flame will never go out.  Our candle may sputter and die but our flame burns in other candles.  In life in order to leave our mark we must relate and the relating does not diminish us.  It enhances us.  If we do not we will sputter and die and leave nothing behind, but if we give to others our flame will never die.  The story is told about another Simchas Torah in Poland in 1940.  After Germany and Russia divided Poland this little village was right on the border.  The Rabbi of the village was a young man who was noted for his many deeds of kindness, refused to follow most of the Jews across the river into Russia because he said there would be no one to take care of the old and the sick.  He stayed behind.  On Simchas Torah day a local Nazi Commander and his assistant broke into his small apartment and began to badger him.  They asked him what he had in a box in the corner with a velvet cover.  He told them it was his Torah.  They asked to see it and he showed it to them and explained it to them.  The Commander then said to his assistant, “Come on, let’s have some fun with this Rabbi”.  They then proceeded to take him with his Torah to the town square all the while punching and pulling at his beard.  When he arrived in the town square they said, “We hear it is a Jewish holiday, dance” so he began to dance.  Then they took a bottle of oil and poured it on the Torah.  They told the Rabbi to light a match to it.  He refused all the time dancing.  He then grabbed the Torah so they should not set it on fire.  The Nazi Commander then took the bottle of oil and poured it on his head and said, “If you will not set the Torah on fire we will set you and the Torah on fire”.  They then set a match to him and the Torah.  He danced and sang with the Torah for a few moments longer and then both he and the Torah fell to the ground.  A Jewish boy hidden in a cellar off the town square saw these things.  The flame of devotion and dedication which he saw burned brightly in him.  He will and we will never forget the courage and kindliness of Rebbe Chaim who danced on Simchas Torah in that little Polish village.  The Torah has burned bright throughout the generations only because we Jews have been willing to sacrifice for it and for each other.  When we fail to relate especially to each other, when we fail to learn how to give of ourselves then the warmth and light of the Torah will be extinguished, but if we learn to give and to relate and to help, Torah will always live and so will the village people.

SHMINI ATZERES 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Shmini Atzeres.  Shmini Atzeres is a special holiday by itself.  It is a holiday which really does not have any distinguishing characteristics.  It does not have the Seder or Matzah or Pesach.  It does not have the Shofar of Rosh Hashonna, the all-day fasting of Yom Kippur, the Lulav and Esrog of Succos.  It does not even have the blintzes of Shavuos.  It is a little holiday.  On Succos where the Temple stood we brought 70 sacrifices for the 70 nations of the world.  On Shmini Atzeres we bring only one sacrifice.  In fact, it is not even known as Chag Shmini Atzeres which would mean the holiday of the 8th day, of assembly or retaining or holding, but it is known as Shmini Chag Atzeres.  The word Shmini comes first. When we discuss the holiday of Shmini Atzeres in the Torah it says L’Chem “it should be for you”.  This holiday comes at the tail‑end of many other holidays.  It is just a little holiday.  The Rabbis tell us that we must discharge our responsibilities toward G‑d and men.  That’s what, the holiday of Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur and Succos are all about.  On Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur we discharge our responsibilities toward G‑d and on Succos we discharge our responsibilities toward men.  Then the Torah says have a holiday for yourself.  That’s why we do not call it Chag Shmini Atzeres but Shmini Chag Atzeres.  It is the 8th day after you fulfill all your other obligations then you can have a holiday for yourself.  But how do we celebrate the holiday for ourselves? We celebrate it the same way we celebrate every other holiday.  The important truth here is that we need people to be ourselves.  We must relate to them.  The more we concentrate just on ourselves the more alienated we become while the more we attach ourselves to others the more we find ourselves.  We all know that this is true.  That’s why the worst possible punishment is solitary confinement.  People go crazy in solitary confinement.  We need other people.  Those people who say, “I am individual and I need nobody else” are fooling themselves.  If this were true why then would it hurt when somebody dies? But we all know that when a relative or close friend dies it hurts terribly.  When a parent dies it is like cutting off a hand or a foot.  We are attached to each other and death is a cruel blow.  The pain and suffering can be intense.  Those people who say, “Well, she was an old lady or old man and everybody has to die” are merely protecting themselves with a defense mechanism so they will not feel pain.  Death is a hard thing.  Why G‑d had to include it in His plan of creation, only He knows.  But what are we going to say? That we should not have loved people? Mourning is the obverse side of the coin of love.  Mourning shows that we loved our parents and relatives and that they loved us.  Someone once told me why did G‑d have to give me such good parents since it hurts so much now? I said, “What did you want, parents who would abuse you, harm you?” We all need each other and the love we received from our parents we should place on our children and our grandchildren.  A story is told about a Rabbi C.  Michaelson who learned that the Germans were planning an Axia in his town.  He determined that he would not go when they came.  The Germans, of course, claimed that they were taking all the Jews to a work camp where things would be much better.  After all, didn’t the sign read Arbeit Macht Frie, Work Makes Free? Rabbi Michaelson knew better.  He knew that the cattle cars were going to take them to Treblinka where they would be gassed and burned and he did not want to be burned.  He wanted a proper Jewish funeral.  He wanted to be buried.  He would rather be shot here by the Nazis with the hope that later he would be found and buried rather than cremated.  When the Nazis burst into the room he stood facing them, a tall majestic figure with his tephillin on and clothed and wrapped in his tallis with his white flowing hair and beard glistening.  The Gestapo Officer took one look at him and said, “My G‑d, it is Moses!” and he slammed the door shut.  Rabbi Michaelson then turned to the window.  He looked and there below he could see his fellow Jews being rounded up and herded into the trucks ready to go to the cattle cars to Treblinka.  He then thought in spite of the miracle that was done for him today, in spite of his own desire to have a burial he realized that those Jews needed him.  How could he just, for the hope of a burial instead of being burned, forsake them? He would be able to give them aid and comfort so he walked down the stairs and entered the trucks with them.  Rabbi Michaelson was able to help them for a year or less before he was gassed and he was burned.  But he knew that he needed to help them.  He needed to be with them.  Today there are many who do not realize that they need the generations before them and the generations after them.  Many young people do not want to have children.  They do not want to be concerned.  about their parents.  They only want to be concerned about themselves.  All they are interested in is their own grave.  It will not help them.  It will only destroy them.  We all need each other.  That’s what this holiday of Shmini Atzeres is.  Even when you are doing it for yourself, even when.  you have a holiday for yourself you need others.  Let us always learn to live such lives.  Let us repay our parents’ dedication by being dedicated to our children and grandchildren.
SHMINI ATZERES YIZKOR 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying Yizkor.  We are to remember those who have gone before us.  We are their children and grandchildren.  Today you hear so much how people do not want to have children, how people say that they should be free to choose an alternative lifestyle, that children are not for them.  Not only do they want to have their own approval for this decision, but they want us to give them our approval, too.  They want us to tell them that they made the right decision, that it is perfectly acceptable and right to plan not to have children.  We cannot agree with this.  Children in Judaism are the greatest blessing.  Let’s not even talk about the practical consequences of not having children.  Everyone is concerned about atomic warfare, but if everyone would decide not to have children the world would be just as devoid of human life as if we had an atomic explosion here.  To Judaism children are the greatest blessing.  When Sarah, Rebecca, and Rachel would not have children they looked upon this as a terrible thing, and they wanted to have children.  Of course, G‑d does not bless all of us with the ability to have children and, certainly, our lives are worthwhile if we do not have children.  However, to deliberately decide not to have children flies in the face of all Jewish values.  Today we see, though, how children are considered to be a great burden, how parents, if they do not it in words say it in feelings, make children feel they are unwanted.  They make them feel that if only I did not have you I could have had a career, or if I did not have you I could have gone on vacations, if I would not have had you I would be so much better off.  It costs so much money to raise children.  Our society seems to concentrate on only the individual.  It seems to believe that the individual does not need others.  How often have people come to see me, young men and women, who have initiated a divorce for no reason just because they are bored or felt they needed new experiences.  They usually end up much worse than before.  Loneliness and alienation is their lot.  Loneliness does not mean that you are afraid to be alone because if a crisis strikes you do not have anybody to help you solve the crisis.  That is not really loneliness.  Loneliness is when nobody needs you and nobody wants you.  That’s a terrible feeling.  Sure, you can handle all the crises, but nobody needs you or wants you.  You can go to a bar and get picked up, but that does not mean anything.  So many children are being made to feel that nobody wants them or needs them.  For the first time in American culture suicide is a terrible problem of the young.  Even the Harvard Alumni Journal featured on its cover the problem of teenage and college suicide.  In the Haphtorah that we read on Shmini Atzeres we learn how Solomon finally dedicated the Temple.  This dedication took 14 days and on Shmini Atzeres he sent the people home.  It says “on the 8th day he sent the people home and they pleased the king and they went to their tents happy and glad of heart because of all the goodness which G‑d did to David, His servant, and to Israel, His people.” What are we talking about here? It was Solomon who built the Temple, not David.  Why do we say here “for all the good which G‑d did to David?” David could nut build the Temple.  David was a warrior.  Only a man of peace could build the Temple.  However, this was David’s dream.  He dreamed of building the Temple.  Solomon fulfilled his father’s dream.  David needed and wanted Solomon.  He heeded him to fulfill the dream.  People who do not want children have no dreams of bettering the world, of making this a better place.  One generation cannot do it.  One generation cannot right all the wrongs and make all.  the discoveries necessary in order to make this a wonderful world.  People who do not want to have children have no dreams.  Children get in their way.  They do not want them or need them because their dreams are only selfish dreams of the here and now.  Our parents and our grandparents had dreams, Jewish dreams.  They wanted to make this a better world, and they knew they could not do it alone.  They needed us just as we need our children and our grandchildren.  There is a story they tell about a woman who owned a grocery store in Brooklyn.  One day a very elegantly dressed woman came into the store and she bought some things and then commented how burdensome her mother was, how much trouble it was to take care of her, how she wished she did not have to bother with her mother who was old and sick.  After she left the owner of the grocery store turned to another customer and said with tears in her eyes, “I only wish I had a mother.  I cannot even dream of my mother anymore.  My mother stayed behind in Europe and when I came to this country I used to dream of her often.  I used to dream, though, a strange dream.  She used to be standing at the end of a road which was filled with mud and potholes and I was standing at the other end, and she would tell me to run to her, how she had so many nice Jewish dishes for me, how she wanted to tell me so many things about our traditions and holidays.  My feet, though, were rooted to the spot and I could not move.  One day, though, when I was in the 9th month of my pregnancy, I dreamed the same dream only this time I ran to my mother and my mother said to me, ‘Let us dream together Jewish dreams.  Stay with me and I will show you how to celebrate the holidays.’ I said, ‘No, Mother, no’ and I ran away from her.  ‘Mother,’ I said, ‘I have to make money.  I have to get ahead.  I have no time for these dreams.’ My baby was stillborn.  Yes, I had other children, but they do not come and see me very often.  I had to spend all my time working in my store.  My children do not know anything about our traditions.  That was the last time I dreamed about my mother.  How I wish I could have shared her dreams! You know, today is Mother’s Day and my children are not coming to see me.” This, unfortunately, is the story of many Jewish families in America.  They stopped dreaming dreams and, therefore, they stopped needing or wanting children.  May this never happen to our families.  May we continue to dream dreams and may we continue to need and want children and grandchildren so that the world will eventually benefit from Jewish dreams and the world will become a better and better place.

SHMINI ATZERES 1984
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying Yizkor.  We will remember those loved ones who have gone, those loved ones who have shaped and molded our lives.  The word “Yizkor” is shaping and molding our lives.  They set standards and values for us, and although they are not here anymore, when we come to make decisions many times we think, what would they have done? Would they have liked what I am doing now or the decisions that I have made? They are physically gone, but they are still with us.  It is true that we cannot bring the past back.  It is gone.  It is finished.  We cannot change those things which have happened in the past, but the past still shapes us and molds us for the future.  Based upon the past we make decisions on the future.  Those who do not know about the past many times make foolish decisions, because they do not know what they are trying has been tried many times and has been found wanting.  It is true we cannot replicate the past. Today and tomorrow are different from the past, but the lessons of the past are still valid.  We must know how to apply them.  Those who ignore 4000 years of Jewish history do so at their own peril.  The human condition has not really changed.  Our passions remain the same.  The lessons of 4000 years of Jewish history, of how to raise a family, how to live meaningful lives still have much to say today.  Drugs and alcohol and juvenile delinquency are not known in the past. We ignore our past at our own peril.  Today is Shmini Chag Atzeres.  The question is many times asked, why is this holiday called Shmini Chag Atzeres? Why isn’t it called Chag Shmini Atzeres? Why isn’t the word “Chag” or “holiday” put first? Why is the word “Shmini” or “eighth” put first, and what does it mean Atzeres? Atzeres is translated as “assembly”, but the root of the word is really the same as word for “stop” in Hebrew.  In fact, if you go to Israel you will see signs all around saying “Atzor Hagavul Hanesa” “Stop, the border is in front of you.” On this holiday we are urged to stop, to pause a little.  We have just finished celebrating the holiday of Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, and now we pause to reflect upon the lessons of the past and carry over the lessons into the future.  The word “Shmini” in Hebrew has a connotation of a new beginning.  A bris is on the eighth day, and the Tabernacle the Jewish people made in the desert was completed and on the eighth day it was officially dedicated.  Why should eight be a sign of a beginning and not one? Eight is a symbol of beginning because the world was created in seven days.  In order to have a beginning you must experience a Shabbos.  You must experience a weekday.  You must have a past. A person who begins from day one has no past. All of us when we begin our careers begin them only after we have studied in school and have learned how to be a lawyer or doctor or accountant.  Beginnings come only after we have reviewed the past. That’s why this is Shmini Chag Atzeres.  You have to have the eighth day first before you can stop and reflect.  Otherwise you have nothing to reflect upon.  So many people suffer needlessly today because they have not learned the lessons of the past. They do not have the strength to overcome their problems because they have not learned our traditions.  They have no parents’ home to remember and they turn instead to drugs or alcohol.  We have a tradition of love and devotion and care, values which sustain us, sustain us over all obstacles.  I am reminded of the story of Gina, a young twelve year old girl, who was taken by the Nazis to a work camp in 1944 along with her mother and grandparents.  Her mother told the Nazis that her daughter was her sister because if the Nazis would have known that Gina was her daughter they would have immediately killed her.  Gina worked hard setting forms, moving cement blocks, setting up barbed wire, and everyone thought that she was her mother’s sister.  After a year they were sent to Auschwitz, she, her mother, and grandparents.  There in Auschwitz Gina continued to work pretending she was her mother’s sister.  Nobody knew that she was not.  Her mother found a cousin there who had a job in the kitchen and she asked her if she could give her a few more pieces of bread so her daughter could survive.  Her cousin looked at her and said, “If my daughter could die, your daughter can, too.” Gina’s mother never told anyone again that Gina was her daughter and she never talked to her cousin again.  Gina contracted measles and had a very high fever.  Every morning her mother dragged her out of the bunk they shared with ten other women and she stood her up between another woman and herself to take the roll call.  One morning she could not get her out of bed.  Providentially, for some reason the roll call was not taken that morning.  That night she had a dream of her father dressed in striped concentration camp clothes who came to her and said, “I have beseeched the Almighty to save my only granddaughter, your daughter.” That morning Gina ate a little bread.  A few weeks later the Russians entered Auschwitz and liberated it.  Liberation, though, came too late for Gina’s grandfather.  He made his way to heaven through the chimneys of Auschwitz.  The dedication of those who have gone before us illuminates all our lives.  Light cannot be seen.  Only when it reaches an object which it cannot penetrate is it reflected back onto us.  Then we can see the object and avoid it.  Each of us, when we see the past, reflect it back to us, can gain the necessary strength to overcome our obstacles and troubles.  May we each, after this holiday season, make a new beginning, a new beginning which will allow us to overcome our problems because we remember the past.

SHMINI ATZERES 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying Yizkor.  We will be remembering those who came before us: parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and others.  Generations do not just come and go.  They really overlap.  They form a parallel continuum.  It has been said that in the first 25 years of your life your parents are your teachers and mentors, in the second 25 years of your life they are your friends and confidants, and in the last 25 years of your life they are a memory, a memory which still shapes and molds you, a memory which you still consult every time you make a decision.  How would my mother have liked this? How would my father have liked that? Would my grandmother have made the gefilte fish this way? Would my grandfather have said the Hagaddah this easy? I have often wondered, though, why it is that we say Yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  Why don’t we say Yizkor on Succos? On Succos there is so much pageantry.  There is the Succah, the Lulav, and the Esrog.  On Shmini Atzeres we do not take the Lulav and we do not take the Esrog, and although we sit in the Succah, we do not make a brocha on it.  This seems to be a small, nondescript holiday.  There is no special food even for Shmini Atzeres.  There is no matza, there is no hamentashen, there are not blintzes, there is no dipping of apples in honey.  The only thing we really do on Shmini Atzeres is pray for rain.  Why should it be on this holiday we say Yizkor and not on Succos?
The rabbis say that Shmini Atzeres comes after Succos because on this day we remember all the pleasures and wonderful experiences we had on Succos.  We bask in the memory of the good times we had.  It is like after having a simcha, a wedding, we can hardly wait to receive the wedding pictures to once again bask in the glory of the event.  Right after the wedding the guests really do not want to go home.  They want to linger a day or two to enjoy the wonderful atmosphere.  This is what Shmini Atzeres is about, to linger a day to recall the wonderful experiences we had on Succos, and that is what Yizkor is about, too, to remember the wonderful experiences we had with those who went before us when they were either a teacher or mentor or friend or confidant.  We, though, have to have had memories in order to bask in their glory.
Unfortunately, today there are many children who do not have positive memories of their parents.  Child abuse is on the rise, even sexual abuse.  I was just reading an article the other day that stated that 90% of all multiple personalities come because of child abuse, especially sexual abuse.  These things were unheard of in previous generations in a Jewish home and even today, thank goodness, they are not as prevalent as in the general society, but the Jewish child is no longer thought of as the greatest blessing that could happen to his parents.  Many parents consider their children a curse.  The children hamper them from pursuing their careers, from traveling, from spending their money on themselves.  There are not the positive memories there used to be.
In order to enjoy Shmini Atzeres, in order to bask in the memories of a Succos, you first had to have celebrated Succos.  In order to bask in the memories of parents, you first must have had positive memories of parents who cared and loved you more than anything else in the world.  Without these memories there can be no Shmini Atzeres.  That’s why Shmini Atzeres is called the “eighth” Holiday of Assembly.  You cannot have this holiday unless you first went through the first seven days of Succos.  It is true that sometimes there are difficulties, especially when the transition is made from the parent being a teacher and mentor to being the friend and confidant.  There is sometimes rebellion and even words, but these do not mean anything if memories of positive experiences in youth and later on as a friend and confidant are there.
How do we honor the memories of our parents? We honor the memory of our parents by treating our children as they treated us.  That’s why when parents treat their children well it reflects back on their own parents, while if parents treat their children badly they perpetuate an evil which probably will be reproduced in the next generations.  Abused children become abusing parents.  On Shmini Atzeres we pray for rain.  What is rain? Rain is water vapor which rises and then crystallizes into droplets and returns back to earth.  This is the same as the memories we have.  These memories must first go up.  They must first be there before they can come down as beneficial indicators of the future.  These memories can give us strength and courage to continue.
The rabbis argue what the Succah we build represents.  Some say it represents the actual huts the Jewish people built.  Others disagree.  Others say it stood for the clouds of glory which hovered over the Jewish people and protected them during the 40 years of wandering in the desert.  The memories of our parents and grandparents protect us.  They teach us how to treat our own children and grandchildren.  Many times I have talked here about how the memories of parents and grandparents allowed people in the concentration camps to overcome their problems and their misery and to continue.  I am reminded of the story they tell about Reb Arele, a Jew who, when he came to Auschwitz, immediately started looking for a Succah.  His bunkmates thought he was crazy looking for a Succah in Auschwitz.  They told him instead of looking for a Succah he would be better advised to look after himself because tomorrow there would be another selection.  He said he did not care and went on looking for a Succah.  He went to and fro and finally came back jubilant that he had found a Succah and a lulav and esrog.  The others looked at him in amazement.  They said, “What are you talking about?” He took his finger and pointed to the smoke that was coming from the chimneys of Auschwitz and clouding the horizon.  He said, “This is my Succah.  Those are the clouds of glory.  The Nazis tried to break us, but they could not.  These people went to their deaths but they went with dignity and as human beings.  The Nazis tried to break them and make them into sub-human beings, but they failed.  Because of the merit of these martyrs, future generations will take strength and courage and the Jewish people will continue, and I am a lulav and esrog.  The esrog stands for the heart, and the lulav stands for the backbone.  The willow stands for the mouth, and the myrtle stands for the eye.  I will continue to serve G‑d with all my body as long as I live.  I am the lulav and esrog.” Sure enough, the next day he was selected and his smoke and ashes filled the chimneys of Auschwitz and became a cloud over the coup, but thanks to his courage and the courage of millions of others, Judaism continues, and their inspiration inspires us to stand tall and straight, inspires us to continue to help Jewish causes, especially inspires us to know that the world really needs the message of Judaism.
The memories of our parents still guide and support us.  They were positive Jews.  As the water vapor descends and comes back as droplets of blessings, so the memories we have continually return and bless us.  May this be the case of our children and grandchildren.  May the scourge of child abuse not touch Jewish homes because if it ever does, the blessings of the memories will cease.  May the blessings of the memories of those who have gone before us never cease, and may positive memories continue to accumulate.  Amen.
SHMINI ATZERES 1986
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will say Yizkor.  We will remember those who have departed, those who are no longer with us.  We always say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  It is hard to understand, though, why we say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  Why have the rabbis arranged it so that we say yizkor on this day? After all, Shmini Atzeres is the same holiday as Simchas Torah, as rejoicing in the Torah.  In Eretz Yisrael there is only one day both for Shmini Atzeres and Simchas Torah.  In the prayerbook you will not find mentioned the name Simchas Torah.  Simchas Torah is just the second day of Shmini Atzeres.  In Israel people must swing from the somber mood of yizkor to the festive happy mood of Simchas Torah almost immediately because yizkor and the Hakofos come right one after the other.  Why did the rabbis arrange the calendar this way, that we should swing 180 degrees from such diametrically opposed emotions of great sadness in recalling those who have gone on to the great joy of receiving the Torah.  It is true that in Judaism we do not believe in suppressing emotions.  We believe in expressing emotions.  We should express them, though, at the right time.  We should cry at a funeral and rejoice at a wedding.  But a funeral and a wedding usually do not take place one after another, but here the rabbis have arranged it so we go from great sadness to expression of great joy almost immediately.  They could have arranged for us to say yizkor at another time during the Succos holiday.  They could have arranged yizkor for the second day of Succos or Hoshana Rabah or during Chol Moed.  Why did they have us say yizkor right before Simchas Torah?
Shmini Atzeres is a different kind of holiday.  It is a unique holiday.  It is not really a part of Succos.  When we go out to the Succah on Shmini Atzeres we do not say a brocha in the Succah.  Shmini Atzeres is a special holiday all by itself.  The Medrash tells us that G‑d told the Jewish people, “Stay with Me a little.  We have enjoyed ourselves a lot during Succos.  Stay with Me just a little bit more.  Don’t depart right now.  Stay with Me.  We had such a good time together.  Let’s bask in the glow of Succos and enjoy each other’s company just one more day.” This is similar to when people come to a simcha like a wedding or bar mitzvah.  They don’t want to go home.  They want to stay just one more day.  G‑d is, so to speak, going to depart from Israel.  Of course, G‑d never departs from us completely.  During the month of Tishri when we have all the High Holiday and Succos G‑d is so close to us.  We can feel His presence.  During the rest of the year G‑d is, so to speak, in the background and not in the foreground as He is during the month of Tishri.  We can feel G‑d so palpably.  During the rest of the year He is farther away.  We can bring Him close but it is harder.  It is like the memories of our parents and loved ones.  During the Holidays they stream upward toward our consciousness.  We remember family dinners together, going to shul together, lighting candles together, shaking the Lulav together.  We remember the atmosphere of the Holidays, and that presence fills our minds.  During the rest of the year the presence is in the background.  Yes, we can recall them but they do not flood into our consciousness as they do during the Holidays.  G‑d on Shmini Atzeres tells us, “Stay a little bit more before you leave My presence.  Let’s enjoy ourselves a little bit more.” The Jewish people then respond by telling G‑d, “Even though we are leaving Your presence we will not forget You.  We have all the lessons You have taught us in our head and our hands.  We have the Torah, and we are happy with the Torah.  We will always study and learn the Torah and try to practice all the precepts of the Torah so that we will be faithful to You always.  Yes, Your presence will not be in the foreground now.  It will be in the background, but the lessons You have taught us will always be in the foreground and not in the background.”
That’s why on Shmini Atzeres we have Simchas Torah, too, because Shmini Atzeres speaks about G‑d departing from us, from the foreground to the background of our consciousness.  We still rejoice and are happy because even though G‑d’s presence will not be as close, yet we will still have His teachings.  We will still have the lessons He has taught us, and these lessons fill our heart with joy because they are only meant for good.  They are only meant to have us a lead a good and fulfilling life.  That’s why we say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres, because we remember our parents, too, who have departed, but they left behind a legacy of love and caring and devotion.  They left behind lessons which have guided us throughout our life up to now and will continue to guide us in the future.  It is sad to recall them, but it is a joy to know that they loved us so much that they only wanted the best for us and only wanted to give us the best things in life so we could live life to the fullest as moral decent human beings.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Jack Garfine, who was a little boy of 13, maybe 4’10” tall, who together with his mother, was sent to Auschwitz.  There a voice said, “Children, stay with your mother.  Adults, go in the other line.” He felt his mother push him away.  His mother, who he loved so much, was pushing him into the other line.  He said, “Mama, don’t push me away”, and he grabbed her skirts and yelled, “Mama, I love you, I love you.  Don’t push me away.” His mother had a stone, hard fixed glaze in her eyes as she was gazing at the chimneys belching forth smoke and she pushed him away and said, “Go in the line”.  He couldn’t understand it.  He cried, “Mama, mama,” but Mama would not turn to look at him.  She turned her face away and looked steadfastly at those chimneys belching forth the stench of human flesh.  As he walked in the line, he heard a man in back of him say, “Stand up straight, boy.  Stand on your toes as tall as you can.” He looked around and saw a man speaking with a Yiddish accent with a white beard and a kind face.  He walked in the line in front of a man standing on a podium very elegantly dressed.  He was motioning with his hand to the right and left.  He look at the boy and said, “How old are you, boy?” The man in the back said he was 16.  He said, “What do you do, boy?” The man in the back answered, “He is my apprentice.  I am a mosaic artist and he and I are among the most famous mosaic artists in the whole world.” The man motioned his hand and said, “To the right.” They moved forward to the right, but the boy could not understand what was happening, why his mother pushed him away, and why this man he never saw before was telling lies to this elegantly dressed officer who was speaking in such a polite tone.  He didn’t know what to do.  He decided to turn around and tell the truth.  He would go back to the elegantly dressed man, Joseph Mengele, and tell him the truth.  He turned around and started to go back, but a couple hit him in the stomach and he went forward.  Later he realized that this man with the white beard and the long slender transparent fingers of an artist, who had turned many hundreds of pages of the Talmud, had saved his life, and he wanted to thank him for that.  However, it was too late.  Everyone was now dressed in striped uniforms, their heads were shaven, their beards were shaven.  He could not find the man.  He looked for a man white long slender fingers.  He could not find him.  After a few months he was convinced that this man was Elijah the Prophet.  His mother’s prayers, her last prayers, had sent Elijah the Prophet to save her son, her beloved only son.  He had thought that his mother was departing him to harm him, but his mother was departing from him so she could save him.  She only had good in her heart for him.  It was her blessings and prayers which had saved him.
So, too, the parents we remember today only wanted the best for us.  They have departed.  No one lives forever, but in their departing they left behind a wonderful legacy of care and concern which should always be a joy to us, because they only wanted the best for us, not the worst. They gave to us of their values, of their compassion, and of their love so we could withstand the problems of life and overcome them all.  May we be worthy of living a life which lives up to their love, care, and concern.  Amen.

SHMINI ATZERES YIZKOR 1987
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying Yizkor.  We always say Yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  It is hard to understand, though, why the rabbis picked Shmini Atzeres on which to say Yizkor.  Shmini Atzeres is really the same holiday as Simchas Torah.  In fact, in our davening you will find there is no holiday of Simchas Torah.  Simchas Torah is just the second day of Shmini Atzeres.  In Eretz Yisroel there is no Simchas Torah as a unique and special day.  Simchas Torah is part of Shmini Atzeres.  In Eretz Yisroel you go right from Yizkor into the Hakofos.  You dance and sing.  You go right from sadness to joy.  It is a very hard emotional transition, but this is, of course, what is called for on Shmini Atzeres and Eretz Yisroel.  Why should the rabbis have seen fit to have us go from sadness and reflection and introspection to the heights of joy and merriment? Why should we have encouraged this type of transition? After all, the rabbis could have arranged for Yizkor to be said on the second or first day of Succos.  We could have said it on Hashana Rabbah.  Why should the rabbis purposely choose Shmini Atzeres as the day to say Yizkor?
What’s more, in the Torah that we read for Shmini Atzeres we learn how King Solomon dedicates the Temple.  In fact, this was the only time in Jewish history when Yom Kippur was not celebrated as a fast day, because it was one of the 19 days of the dedication of the Temple which were devoted to joy and happiness and rejoicing.  When King Solomon sends the people home on Shmini Atzeres after Shmini Atzeres was concluded he says, “And they went to their tents happy and good hearted in all the good which G‑d had done to David, His servant, and to Israel, His People.” Why does it say here “all the good which G‑d has done to David, His servant, and Israel, His People?” I thought that King Solomon built the Temple, not David.  Why does it say this?
Perhaps we can understand the answer to both these questions if we look at another Posuk in this Haphtorah where it says, “Blessed be G‑d Who gave rest to His People Israel.” When the Jewish people look at their religion they know that it is a source of “Menucha”, a source of rest, of comfort, of hope, of encouragement, that it is Judaism which gives them strength to overcome their problems and to live lives of humanity and decency in the world.  It is the joy of the religion, the religion’s optimistic attitude which allows them to overcome all problems.
In this country, unfortunately, the idea has been spread, probably because the expression “Shveretz Yezaina Yid” has been used so often, that Judaism is a hindrance to the enjoyment of life, that if a person is an observant Jew he shuts himself off from most of life, that he is not able to participate in life, that Judaism is a doom and gloom religion, that there really is no joy in Judaism.  This attitude has, of course, caused countless Jews to leave Judaism and to look for the joy of life in other religions and philosophies and in secular living.  They have not felt that the religion, itself, can give them the necessary joy and happiness to life optimistically and with hope and with a feeling of rejoicing.  This is why, I believe, the rabbis have put Yizkor and Simchas Torah in such close juxtaposition.  In Eres Yisroel they follow one after another.  In the Galut we have just a few hours which separate them.  The reason for it is that we are Jews today only because our parents realized that Judaism was a source of great joy to them, and they were able to convey this source of joy to us: There are so many Jews who are not here today saying Yizkor.  They are not here because many of them had parents or relatives who felt that Judaism was a terrible yoke around their neck which was choking them and which did not allow them to enjoy life fully.  We all know that almost every religious occasion in Judaism is called a Simcha, is called a source of great joy.  When we celebrate a bris, a baby naming, a wedding, it is a great source of joy.  The holiday, themselves, are a great source of joy.  Succos is called Chag Simchaseinu, the Holiday of Our Joy.  Judaism is meant to uplift us, to give us hope, to let us see the optimistic side of life, to give us the courage to overcome all our problems.  When Judaism, unfortunately, becomes either just stultified form without any joyous content or when Judaism becomes a terrible, oppressive thing upon the people then the people cannot observe it.
This is what we learn when we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu came down the mountain with the first set of Ten Commandments, the rabbis say that the letters flew off.  When the spirit of Judaism falls off then Moshe was left with nothing more than heavy stones which he could not hold, and, therefore, he had to drop them.  This, unfortunately, happened to so many of our people, too.  That is why an NCSY type of Judaism is the only type of Judaism which attracts our young today because it is filled with joy and happiness.  It shows Jews, and especially teenagers, that you do not have to give up on your emotions or joy of life in order to be an observant Jew.  In fact, being an observant Jew helps you feel the joy of life more keenly and allows you to be a more hopeful and optimistic person.  Our parents considered Judaism the most precious legacy.  If they were forced to choose between it and other things, they would always choose Judaism because they knew Judaism was the source of their strength and joy.  When Jews choose other things before Judaism and Judaism becomes second or fourth or tenth place, then, of course, Jewish survival cannot be assured.  We are only here today because our parents chose Judaism as their highest joy.  If they would not have, we would not be here today, and if we do not choose Judaism as our highest joy, our children and grandchildren will not be here 50 or 100 years from now.
I am reminded of the story they tell about the daughter-in-law of the Ger Rebbe.  The Ger dynasty even today is the biggest Chassidic group.  In Poland the Ger Rebbe was known as the leader of great multitudes.  To this day the Ger Chassidim are the largest of all Chassidic groups.  In August of 1943 the daughter-in-law of the Chassidic Rebbe and her son, the grandson of the Chassidic Rebbe, were brought to Bergen Belsen.  Their arrival raised new hopes that the day of deliverance would come, that it was just around the corner, because even in Bergen Belsen it was known that the saintly rabbi of Gur, Rabbi Abraham Mordecai Alter, and his son, Rabbi Israel Alter, had been miraculously saved from Europe and had been taken to Eretz Yisroel, to the Land of Israel.  The people were convinced that because of the merit of the Rabbi of Gur, the Ger Rebbe, the people of Bergen Belsen would be saved.  Also, the daughter-in-law of the Rebbe had foreign papers.  She had both papers for South America and also papers to go to Palestine.  One day Rudolph Hess gathered all those who held foreign papers together and informed them that an exchange was being arranged of those who held foreign papers for Germans who had been captured or incarcerated behind Allied lines, but he warned them that the Allies were not too anxious to take Jews and the exchange might not take place.  On Hoshanah Rabbah, on October 21, 1943 it was announced that all those who held South American and Palestine passports were to report to the camp square.  There they were to await further instructions.  They waited all day without food or water.  It was getting cold and dark.  The mothers had already given the children the last food they had.  It was a cold October night.  Someone said it was Shmini Atzeres and they should pray.  They waited all night.  The next morning a group of camp guards came toward them with loaves of bread.  This they interpreted to be a good sign because nowhere in these concentration camps were people given whole loaves of bread.  They were sure now that deliverance was at hand.  It was then announced that all those with South American papers should go in one line and all those who had papers to Palestine should go in another line.  Almost 3000 people lined up in the South American line and just 36 people lined up in the line to go to Palestine.  The Rebbetzin of Gur did not know what to do.  She had papers for both.  She looked at the crowds and she said, “So many people are going to South America.  They could not possibly kill 3000 people.” She then tore up her papers for Palestine and swallowed them and got in line for South America.  As evening approached, almost time for Simchas Torah, it happened that Wolf Fishelberg, who had a passport for Palestine, approached one of those inmates going to South America, a Polish Christian, who had followed his Jewish girlfriend, Estherka, into the concentration camp.  He said he could not live without his Estherka so he came into the concentration camp.  Fishelberg looked at the Pole and asked him what he thought.  The Pole said, “My friend, I do not trust the Germans one bit.  In my town, which had a holy rabbi and many Chassidim, they were all lined up, every man, roman, and child, in front of a ditch and mowed down with machineguns, and I do not trust the miracles of the Ger Rebbe.  I have concealed in my clothes tools.  If this train that we are to take does not take us to Switzerland but back to Poland I plan to break out of the train and to flee with Estherka for our lives.” Wolf asked him if he would please send him a message and let him know what happened.  It was then dark and one of the Chassidim Jews yelled, “It’s Simchas Torah.  Jews, be happy.  Rejoice.” They all formed circles around Laibela, the Ger Rebbe’s grandson, and started to dance and sing, ‘Hashia Zemecha — G‑d, save Your People’.” All of a sudden, they heard, “Achtung, achtung.  Everyone line up 5 abreast. Those who are to go to South America, march.” It had already been arranged that if this group to South America were to go into passenger trains they would wave white handkerchiefs, but if they were going into cattle cars they would do nothing.  As they marched 5 abreast into the train the night was filled with white handkerchiefs fluttering in the dark looking like wings of the dove or memorial candles or souls returning to their Maker.  Night swallowed up all the 3000.  They alighted into the cars, and the train left.  The 36 destined for Palestine stayed behind.  A few weeks later Wolf Fishelberg received the following postcard.  It said, “The train with all its passengers arrived at its final destination in Auschwitz.  May G‑d receive their souls.” Except for the Polish Christian and his Estherka nothing was ever heard of the Jews who had passports for South America, not even was anything heard about the Rebbetzin of Gur and her beloved son, Label.  Wolf Fishelberg made it to Palestine.

We Jews can never have existed, could have endured all these torments throughout the thousands of years, without this feeling of inner joy.  It was the joy of Simchas Torah which allowed us to overcome all odds, and it was our willingness to choose Judaism over all else which allowed us to persevere.  We are only here today because our parents chose to be Jews.  They realized how much joy and happiness, hope and strength it gave to their lives.
That is why we read in the Haphtorah why it says, “And they went to their tents happy and good hearted all the good which G‑d did to David, His servant, and Israel, His People.” David’s joy and happiness in his religion was what really allowed Solomon to build the Temple.  It was this joy and happiness which he was able to transmit to Solomon and which gave Solomon the strength and courage to go ahead with the project.  We, too, are here because of the inner joy and strength which our parents felt in Judaism.  May we also have this joy so that our children and our grandchildren will remain Jews.
SHMINI ATZERES 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying yizkor.  We will remember those who have come before us, those who have shaped and molded us.  When we came into the world, the world was not fresh and new.  We came into a world which already had culture, civilization, great technological advances, homes end cities which were already built, knowledge which was already existing.  In America, unfortunately, many people forget that.  They feel that they owe no debt to the past because they came into the world fresh and new and the world was fresh and new.  The world was not fresh and new.  The world had a long history before we were born, and we are called upon to act within history.  We are standing on the shoulders of giants.  The world was already in existence, not only in a physical sense but in a cultural sense and a civilization sense, and we are called upon to further it.

The question can be asked, though, why is it that on Shmini Atzeres that we do say yizkor? Shmini Atzeres is, after all, a concluding day of Succos.  Succos is known as Yom Simchaseinu, the Day of Our Joy.  This is a happy time.  Why should we remember those who have gone before us and add a note of sadness to this time? Also, too, why is it that we go quickly from the mood of Shmini Atzeres to the gaiety and joy of Simchas Torah? In fact, in Eretz Yisroel there is an immediate jump from the hakofos to the yizkor.  Why should it be this way? Why should we jump from sadness to joy, from joy to sadness?

Also, in the Haphtorah that we read on Shmini Atzeres we learn about how the Temple was dedicated.  It took them 14 days to dedicate the Temple, and on Shmini Atzeres the dedication was finished and Shlomo sent the people home.  It says, “And on the seventh day he sent the people and they blessed the king and they went to their tents happy and good hearted on all the goodness which G‑d had did to David, His servant, and Israel, His People.” Earlier when King David had retrieved the Ark after the Philistines had thrown it across the border, he also made a big celebration.  For close to 400 years the center of Jewish spiritual life had been Shiloh, but the Philistines had captured Shiloh, the rabbis explain, because of the evil doings of Eli, the head priest’s, sons.  They captured the Ark and they brought it to Philistia, but there bad things happened, and they decided that the bad things were caused because they had the Ark so they put it across the border.  Then David, after he became king, decided to make Jerusalem the spiritual capital.  He decided to take up the Ark to Jerusalem.  When he took the Ark up to Jerusalem there was a great deal of celebration.  It says, “And he divided to all the people, to all the multitude of Israel, from men into women, for each one of them a cake of bread and a cake made in a pan and a sweet cake, and he went all the people each one to his house.” It is interesting to note that after David brought the Ark up to Jerusalem it does not say that the people were not happy and joyful and glad of heart home.  It says, “And among everyone to his house.” They went home.  It does not say that they were joyful and glad of heart.  Why should there be this distinction? The rabbis comment that when Solomon built the Temple, he not only participated but all the people participated.  “And the King and all Israel with him, they sacrificed a sacrifice before G‑d.” The people were involved, intimately involved with all the preparation and all the celebrations, but when David brought the Ark up to Jerusalem it says, “And David finished from bringing the olovs...and David danced...” David did this and David did that.  David was the only one who did.  Everybody else just watched him.  They were silent participants.  That is why in the case of David they went home silently, while in the case of Solomon they want home joyfully.  Solomon involved the people.  He had them all participate.  David, on the other hand, did it all himself.

Unfortunately, we see this is true and has been true in the Jewish family in America for many years, that many times the parents do everything for their children.  They do not expect anything back from their children.  David made that mistake, too.  He did everything for his children and did not expect anything from them.  As a result, he had two children who rebelled against him.  He had a lot of tzores from his children.  Solomon, on the other hand, involved everyone.  He made them all participate, and, because he made them all participate, and, because he made them all participate, then they were able to go home happy and good hearted to their homes.  This is a great lesson for us to learn today, and that is that the generations must share tasks.  They must do things together.  They must interrelate.  A parent who tells the child to make his own bed in his own room is not really teaching the child responsibility.  You have to have the child do things in your room.  They have to take care of the living room, something you care about, that a child has to feel that he is contributing to the family, that not only do you continually give the child but you also have to make demands on the children as well.  Unfortunately, many American Jewish families never made any demands on their children.  The immigrant families ware successful.  They raised very good children, but they made demands on their children.  Their children had to take odd jobs, paper routes, jobs after school, and all the money they turned into the mother.  They were given an allowance back from that money.  The children were expected to do things for their parents.  They were expected to get good grades.  Not today.  The best students in schools are no longer the Jewish students.  Jewish students are not expected to do anything for their parents.  They are only expected to take and to take and to take and not give back.  The only problem with that is that when people take and take and take is that eventually hate the people who are giving them things.  They do not show any appreciation.  They think that everything is theirs and people should continue to give and give and give and their only job is to take and take and take.

I remember my grandfather, Olov HoSholom, had a lot of apartments and there was a poor family that he gave free rent to for 15 years, but he suffered a business reverse and he went to the family and asked them to give him $25 a month.  The going rate was $125 a month.  He still gave them a very good deal, but they blackened his name all over the community.  They blackened his name and they disparaged him and did not show any appreciation at all after all the years he had given them a rent free apartment.  This, unfortunately, is human nature, and this is what happened to David, too.  He gave and gave to his children, and he did not demand anything and all he got was resentment and bad paid back to him instead of good paid back to him because he did not involve the children.  He was not with the children.  In order to have true joy you have to involve the children.  You have to have to do things with them.  You have to make demands on them.  That is, of course, what Solomon did with the people, and that is why the people came back happy and joyful to their homes.

That is the same reason we bench on the lulav.  The lulav stands for self‑respect and dignity, and you have to give your children self-respect and dignity.  You have to make demands on your children.  The top of the lulav is cut off and the lulav is not a kosher lulav.  You must teach your children to act responsibly.  If the lulav is bent in the middle or on the top it is no longer good either.  You must teach your children to give back and not just to take.  A lulav must always be fresh and green, that the relationships must be continually nurtured and then we will have proud children who can relate to us and that will be a source of joy and happiness to us.

Yes, we do say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres because it is a source of joy to remember our parents.  It is a source of joy to remember how they gave to is and how we should give back to them, and how we should remember them on this day, and although it is sad it is also joyful because it increases our joy to remember what type of parents we had.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Shmu Shloime Rothkop who was a very sickly boy.  He was one of 9 children who came from a home in Poland.  Eight children were very healthy, but he was very sickly coughing all the time.  His mother did not know what she could do for him.  She gave him so much attention to try to cure him of his disease.  She went to one doctor after another doctor but they really gave her no hope.  Finally, in desperation her husband, who was a Chosid, took her to the Sochobur Rebbe, and the boy at that time was only 6 years old but the doctors had already said there was not much hope.  The boy’s father saddled his horse and took his boy on the horse and went to see the Sochobur Rebbe.  The Sochobur Rebbe took a look at him, and he went immediately to his cabinet and took out some tea.  He made some bitter tasting tea, and he told the boy to drink the tea down to the last drop.  The boy hesitated but his father told him to drink.  The boy knew his father loved him and cared for him and he wanted to reciprocate so he drank the tea to the last drop.  The Rebbe looked at the boy and he said, “You will recover.  You will live but you will endure hard and difficult times.” Miraculously, six months later Shmu Schloime recovered.  No one knows why, whether it was because he outgrew his illness or if it was because of the rabbi’s tea or because of the rabbi’s blessings or perhaps his mother’s love had overcome all obstacles, but he lived and he went to cheder.  When he came home every Friday his father would review his lessons with him.  He became a good student and in 1938 he was drafted in the Polish army where he became an excellent marksman, a very difficult position for a Jewish boy to obtain.  Jewish boys were usually never given the opportunity.  He fought in the Polish army and was captured by the Germans.  He escaped from them and joined the underground.  He was captured in 1943 and was put in a concentration camp.  He found in the camp his brother and nephews, but his joy was short lived.  The next day they were hung for smuggling bread into the camp.  He was then taken with many others on a train to Auschwitz.  There Joseph Mengele, who made the first selection, said, “You look like a healthy Jew,” and he pointed to the right.  His hand was then tattooed and the burn yielded the numbers 145053.  When Shmuel Schloime saw the numbers he knew he would live because the numbers spelled out 18.  He endured two horrible years, and he did live.  During all this time he remembered what the rebbe said, “You will recover but you will endure hard and difficult times.” More than what the rebbe said, though, he remembered what his mother used to always say and sing to him, “Shmuel Shloime, live.  We want you to live.” Shmuel Shloime did live, and after the war he made significant contributions to the Jewish people.  He did it because he knew that he had to pay his mother back.  His mother had given so much to him and was herself killed by the Nazis.  He knew that he could not just take what she had given him, but he had to give back.  He had to make sure that he not only lived but that his mother’s name .lived and his father’s name lived, and that in him his family would find a new beginning.

It is up to as not only to take but to give.  Let us hope and pray that all of us will remember that and we will teach our children to live, not just to take but to live so Judaism will live and the Jewish people will live.

SHMINI ATZERES 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few minutes we will be saying yizkor.  We always say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  it seems strange that the rabbis have arranged for us to always say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  It seems strange because this day in Israel is also Simchas Torah, is also the day on which we rejoice for the giving of the Torah.  Secondly, it is strange because on this day we also pray for rain.  The rabbis could have arranged it that we would say yizkor on the second day of Succos or to say yizkor on Hoshanna Rabbah.  Why did they arrange it that we should say yizkor always on the same day that we pray for rain?

It seems to me that the reason the rabbis have chosen for us to say yizkor on this day is connected to the prayer that we say asking for rain on Shmini Atzeres.  In the prayer that we use in which we ask for rain we ask G‑d to remember Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moshe, Aaron, and the tribes of Israel.  Why do we appeal to these 6 personages and the tribe of Israel as they walk through the Red Sea? Why don’t we appeal to others, to Eliyahu, who prayed for rain, to other prophets? After all, in the succah we also welcome Yosef and Dovid, Shlomo.  Why is it that we only refer to Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov, Moshe, Aaron, and the tribes of Israel when we pray for rain?

The reason, I think, is because there are certain qualities that are needed in life in order to vanquish life’s problems, and these are qualities that we must gain from our parents and grandparents and family and friends.  Unless we have these qualities we will not be able to overcome life’s problems.  Rain is a very beneficial thing in the Jewish religion.  We know that without rain nothing grows, but rain also darkens the sky.  Rain is also a symbol for the problems that we have in life.  Rain stems from the ground.  The vapors rise up to heaven and then they come back to us in the form of rain.  The problems that life generates come back to us many times as challenges, and many times they are beneficial; they cause us to grow.  They cause us to be people that we could never have been if we would not have been able to meet the particular challenge.  Some challenges, though, are too great for anyone, and, therefore, we know that we ask G‑d that we should have rain in moderation.  We should not have problems that will overwhelm us and destroy us.  Rain is beneficial but only in moderation.  Hurricanes, torrential downpours, floods destroy.  We do not want to be destroyed by the problems of life.  We want to grow and be made more sensitive and compassionate and to flourish.  By confronting the problems of life we learn how to grow.

That is, of course, also true of civilizations.  One of the reasons why America flourished as a haven for inventors was because we had such a labor shortage here, and always the new methods are not as efficient as the old methods.  Because we had such a labor shortage new inventions were seized upon and tried.  In life we are many times confronted with great problems, and in order to overcome these problems we must have certain traits.  We must have learned certain things from our family, and unless we have learned these things from our family we will not be able to overcome the problems of life.  There are many problems that we, as a Jewish people, have faced throughout the generations.  We are still here because we have been able to overcome the problems.  We have faced external problems and internal problems.  We have faced all sorts of tyrants who tried to destroy us, and we have also faced from within our own ranks people who misread Judaism or misread the temper of the times.  For example, there were many who came to this country who said that we should assimilate completely to America, that we had nothing left to give to the world, forgetting that America’s character still needs many of the lessons of Judaism if it is to ultimately succeed.  Anyone who knows American history and knows about the Civil War knows that this is a bloody country, that this country has always had a drug problem.  Alcoholism was a terrible disease in America, which was partially cured by the Prohibition.  Everyone knows that in family life sexual perversions have abounded in America from time immemorial.  We know that individualism that has gone wild destroys people.  Even the famed Union army that was assembled for a great noble cause to end slavery was rife with drunkenness and lewdness.  There were 450 houses of prostitution alone in Washington, D.C.  Drunkenness was the cause of many, many deaths, too.  America still needed the lessons of Judaism.  The image of America that most Jews had was an image that was concocted by Hollywood, by Samuel Goldwyn and others, an unreal image anyway.  People do not act that way in real life.  We have been confounded by external enemies, by enemies that have wanted to destroy us throughout history but we have been able to survive because of the lessons that our parents and grandparents and relatives have instilled in us.  They have allowed us to handle the rain, the problems of life, and not be swamped by them but to grow because of them.

We know that we mention Avraham because Avraham had an experience with water.  When he came to sign a treaty with Avi Melech, an advantageous treaty, he immediately confronted Avi Melech, and said, “What about the wells you stole from me?” Honesty is the basis of any ability to overcome life’s problems and how often does it happen that children are just shattered when they learn after they enter the family business or see certain family papers that their parents are crooked and dishonest? Many times it has happened that youngsters have come to me crying.  They did not realize that this was the basis of their family fortune.  It hurt them terribly.  In order to overcome life’s problems, you have to have integrity and honesty.  Yitzchak, too, had a confrontation with water.  When later on they would steal his wells he would go on.  He had confidence, confidence that he could overcome all problems.  He was not worried what other people thought.  He knew that inside he had the confidence to overcome all problems.  In order to overcome your problems you also have to have confidence.  You cannot worry about what the outside world says.  You cannot worry about unjust criticism.  You cannot worry about unjust action.  You just have to persevere and overcome them knowing inside what is right and what is wrong.  You have to have an inner confidence, which, unfortunately, many of our people lack today.  If Judaism is to be preserved we cannot believe the lies of our detractors, but many people feel so upset because of the lies of our detractors.  They fail to realize that we, too, have wonderful things to give the world and we do not have to be on the defensive.

Yaacov had an experience, too, with water when he crossed the Yabach River and he split his family in two because he knew he had to confront his brother Esau.  He crossed the river to get some household items and was accosted by the stranger, who the rabbis say was the guardian angel of Esau, and he had to wrestle all night with him.  In order to overcome our problems we must have a sense of responsibility, responsibility to our family, to our people.  You cannot overcome your problems as a lone individual as America seems to think.  You need family and friends and support groups.  That is what the AAA has taught us.  That is psychology has taught us.  We need to be responsible.  We need to assume responsibility for others and we need the support of others and we need to give our support to others.

Moshe, too, had a confrontation with water.  When he was a baby he was saved by the Nile so, therefore, later on when he was called upon to strike the Nile in order to turn it to blood, the first of the plagues, he refused.  He had Aaron do it because he knew that in order to confront your problems you also had to show gratitude and loyalty.  In order to overcome your problems, in order to make sure that the rain is beneficial you must have loyalty and gratitude, something which is sadly lacking today in our modern life.

Aaron, too, had an encounter with water.  When he was high priest he would dip himself in the mikvah five times on Yom Kippur.  The rabbis all ask, why was he fit to be the priest on Yom Kippur? He had participated in the sin of the golden calf, whether wittingly or unwittingly or under duress or willingly, yet, he had participated.  Why was he fit to be the high priest? Of course, the answer was because he was willing to confront his mistakes and start over again.  He recognized he was not perfect.  In order to confront your problems you must be willing to admit that you make mistakes.  You have to be willing to start over again.

Finally, the Jewish people, the 12 tribes, when they left Egypt had a confrontation with water when they crossed the Red Sea.  That took a lot of courage, fearlessness.  In order to overcome the problems and turn the rain into beneficial items of growth we must, first of all, have honesty and integrity; we must have inner confidence; we must have a sense of responsibility; we must show gratitude and show loyalty; and we must be willing to confront our problems and admit when we are wrong; and finally we must have courage; we must be fearless in the face of these problems.  Unfortunately, many of us do not have these qualities.  Many of us were not taught by our families how to confront our problems with these qualities.  We Jewish people, by and large, though, have been taught by our tradition, by our families how to have these qualities.  It is only because of these qualities that we have been able to survive.

I am reminded of the story they tell about the Rebbetzin of Gur, Israel Alter’s wife, who with her young son was taken in 1943 to Bergen Belsen.  Her husband and the Gur Rebbe, himself, had miraculously been saved and smuggled out of Poland and made their way to Israel.  Everyone in Bergen Belsen knew that they had been saved, and they saw it as a good omen when the Rebbetzin of Gur and her son were brought to Bergen Belsen.  It meant that they, too, would be saved.  She had foreign papers so, therefore, she was put with the foreign nationals.  When right before Shmini Atzeres on Hoshanna Rabbah Rudolph Hass, the commandant, assembled all the holders of foreign papers, and he said, “We have arranged with allies that we are going to swap you for German nationals in their possession, but, you know, the Allies do not want Jews, so we are having a hard time convincing them.” He then called them all to assemble in the main square of Bergen Belsen and there they waited all night without blankets.  The next morning, which was Shmini Atzeres, they were given a loaf of bread and told that arrangements were being made.  All day they subsisted on that one piece of bread.  When night fell one of the Chassidim shouted, “it is Simchas Torah.  Let’s rejoice.” And they began to sing Hosheah and they sang and they rejoiced.  All of a sudden over the loud speaker the commandant said, “We have finally received orders.  All those with South American passports should march to the waiting transport.” The Rebbetzin of Gur did not know what to do.  She had papers both to Palestine and to South America, but there were 3000 people who has passports to South America and only 6 to Israel.  She did not know what to do.  Finally she thought, “How could they kill 3000 people?” so she quickly tore up her papers for Palestine and swallowed them.  Showing her papers for South America she and her son marched off to the transports.  Wolf Fishelberg motioned to one of his friends before he departed on the transport to let him know what was going to happen, and his friend said, “I will because I and my girlfriend Esther have tools smuggled in our clothing and when we are on that transport and if it is a freight car we are going to chisel through the boards and escape.  We will write you.” Wolf said, “Let us know what happens.” A few weeks later he got a postcard.  All the transports went to Auschwitz.  May G‑d guard their souls.  May they rest forever in peace.  The Rebbetzin of Gur and her son were never heard of again.  The 36 people who had passports to Palestine managed to survive until the end of the war except for one.  He, the next Succos, looked around saying “Where is my succah? Where is my succah?” and knowing that the succah stands for the clouds of glory looked finally at the smokestacks of Bergen Belsen and smelling the acrid smell of human flesh he said, “What could be more glorious, what could be more holy than the smoke and the clouds formed from the martyrs of our people?” He said “I found the succah, and I, too, am going to be a succah.” Sure enough, the next day he was chosen.  He was selected and he, himself, went up in smoke.

In order to solve our problems we need to have courage, faith, and yet confidence, honesty.  We need all those traits that I talked about before.  There are certain problems that we cannot overcome unaided.  We need G‑d’s help.  Certain problems are too great for us, like the Holocaust. As a people we overcame them; as individuals many of us perished.  No matter what the problems of life are if we have been raised in homes which have taught us to be honest, which have taught us to have confidence, which have taught us to be responsible, which have taught us to show loyalty and gratitude and to admit our mistakes and to be fearless, we can overcome them all.  Israel is being condemned by the United Nations.  Who ever heard of such a thing? When 30,000 people are peaceably at prayer and they are attacked by 3,000 youths throwing stones and 25 people are hurt, and it was a miracle nobody was killed, that Israel was condemned when the police respond? It is unheard of.  If this would have happened in reverse, if 3,000 Jews would have attacked 30,000 pilgrims at St. Peter’s of Westminster Abbey you can imagine what would happen to the Jewish boys who would do such a thing, but we will overcome these problems.  We will overcome them because throughout history G‑d has told us how we can overcome them as a people, and that is by being honest, being confidence, being responsible, being loyal, being self-critical, and, most important, displaying courage and being fearless.  May we all display these traits so that the Mashiach will come.  Amen,

SHMINI ATZERES 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will say Yizkor.  We will remember those who have gone before us, those who did so much for us, those who gave us life or instilled in us values or who were there when we needed them.  It seems strange, though, that we say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres.  Shmini Atzeres, itself, is not much of a holiday.  There are not any ceremonies or rituals that are distinct to Shmini Atzeres.  It is true that in the Gola we still go out to the succah and eat a meal because we are doubtful whether or not this is the seventh day of Succos or whether this is Shmini Atzeres, but we do not say a brocha.  Actually in Israel on Shmini Atzeres they do not go out into the succah.  In fact, you are not supposed to go out into the succah because Shmini Atzeres is a distinct holiday by itself.  It has only one of the seven mitzvahs of Succor.   On Succos we are supposed to sit in the succah, we are supposed to take the four minim, we are supposed to be happy, have simcha, and have chageega, and bring the sacrifices that were designated for Succor, but on Shmini Atzeres all we are supposed to do is have simcha.   We only have one of the seven mitzvahs left, and that is simcha.   Why do we have this holiday at all? The rabbis tell us because G‑d wanted us to wait a little bit more with Him before we went back to our humdrum life, that He wanted us to concentrate and think, what it is from the high holiday season that we incorporate into our being.  We know that when you want to influence somebody you have to influence them by actions.  You cannot just do it by words.  Man is an animal who is able to separate his mind from his heart, that if you want to influence people you have to touch more than their minds You also have to touch their hearts.  That is what advertisers know.  Advertisers no longer get on radio and television and list the good points of their product.  Instead, they have a little skit in which members of the family participate or in which a boss and employee participate and in which, therefore, out of this skit the good points of the product are brought out.  You have to touch the heart as well as the mind.  Even a little humor is thrown in.  Study after study have proved that when people laugh they are more able to absorb material.  They are more relaxed and they do not find the material frightening, so we see that even in modern advertising they know that in order to influence behavior, in order to affect the heart as well as the mind, you must do acts or create real life situations.

We see that during the high holidays.  We came to shul and blew the shofar.  We fasted on Yom Kippur and shook the lulav and esrog.  We went out into the succah.  We did all these acts which were meant to impress upon us the importance of realizing what our role is, and that is about being G‑d’s junior partner in creation, impressing upon us that we must live up to our charge, that we must live up to our responsibility, that we can make a difference, that there is hope in life.  All these lessons we have to incorporate into our being.  We have to have them strike our heart as well as our head so that when we leave the holiday season, when we go out into the world, we will act accordingly, that we will realize that we have a great responsibility, that G‑d has told us that He will give us the inner strength to overcome all our problems.  All we have to do is face our problems with integrity and honesty and sympathy and compassion and we will be able to overcome them.  There are many people who do not like to hear about the Holocaust. The reason they do not like to hear about the Holocaust is because it disturbs their view of what.  religion is all about .  They think that religion is an insurance policy.  They think that if you do this and this and this for G‑d, G‑d will do this and this and this for you.  That may be a Jim Baker type of religion but that is not the Jewish type of religion.  The Jewish religion does not promise a person that if he is religious he will not have any problems.  It does not make that promise at all.   All G‑d has promised us is that if we keep the religion.  He will give us the strength to overcome our problems, even if that strength means facing death with dignity and courage, like the people who went to the gas chamber singing Animaameem.
When it comes to life it is the internal man that counts much more than the external circumstances.  You can have a wonderful, beautiful life but the least problem can upset you unless you have the inner strength to overcome your problems.  We are here today because it was our parents and relatives and friends who gave us the inner spirit, the inner courage, the inner life in order to face our problems and overcome them.  We would never let life daunt.  us or destroy us.  That, of course, is the basic Jewish message: to maintain hope in spite of everything, to continue to build a world that is better and better for our children and for our grandchildren.
That is what the rabbis say when they talk about Shmini Atzeres.  This is a day on which we are to contemplate whether or not the lessons of Rosh Hashonna struck our hearts.  Do we now have the inner resources in order to confront the inevitable problems of life? The rabbis say that Shmini Atzeres stands for “Pezart Shab”.  Pezart Shab means ‘“scatter but heed”, listen to the lessons of the holiday, listen to the lessons that you should have learned during the high holiday season.  We are now going back to the mundane world.  G‑d, so to speak, is going to the background of our consciousness.  During this whole month of holidays He has been in the forefront of our consciousness.  Now He is receding to the back of our consciousness, but, yet, we should always retain the inner Strength and courage that we received during these holidays to overcome our problems.  That is what the rabbis say Pezar stands for.   The Pay stands for pious.  Pious means a lottery.  Pious means chance, gamble in life there are all sorts of problems.  We do not know why G‑d created problems in life.   We do not know why G‑d creates Holocausts, why innocent people suffer.  We do not know why, but we have hope and confidence that at the end of days we will understand why.  We do not believe in this insurance type of religion, because otherwise I would have to say that my relatives who died in the Holocaust were evil people and deserved it.  Today happens to be the 50th anniversary of Babiyar and over 100 of my relatives, including my great-grandparents, were shot.  They were among the 33,700 plus Jews who were killed in 18 hours September 29 and September 30.  Life is in many ways a gamble.  We do not know why problems strike us.  We know in the end of days we will but we do not know why, yet, we are still supposed to face life with courage.  The Zion stands for Zeman, for time.  The Jew is always supposed to face life with a positive attitude.  That is why on Shmini Atzeres we say Shecheeanu because every challenge should be looked at as an opportunity.  We should thank G‑d every time He gives us an opportunity to make this world a better place.  The Raysh stands for Regel, for the holidays.  The holidays teach us that we have three main jobs in this world: to interact with man, with G‑d, and with nature.  All the three pilgrim holidays, Pesach, Shavuos, and Succor, talk about that.  fact.  They each emphasize a different aspect.  Pesach emphasizes our relationship with man, slavery .  Shavuos represents our interaction with G‑d, and Succor represents our interaction with nature, but they all three have all these three elements in it.  Yes, we are going to have problems balancing these three interactions

How are we to face these problems of life? With Keshav, which means harken.  The Kuf in Keshav stands for Korban, for sacrificing, for being willing to do things for our children, for our community by deferring pleasure so that we can make this a better world.  The Shin stands for simcha, which means that are always to rejoice no matter what the circumstances, to be positive in our life, to look at the positive things in life, not to look at life and always have a frown on our face and feel life is no good.  Life can be better.  We can make it better.  Bay stands for Brucha.  We should always be a blessing.  We should uplift people.  When people are down we should bring them blessing.  We should not be like the parent who when the child comes home with a report card of all A’s, looks at the child and says, “Why didn’t you get an A+?” That shatters a person.  We are supposed to be a brocha.  We are supposed to encourage people, strengthen them, help them up, make them feel that they have accomplished good things and make them know we look forward to them accomplishing even greater things in the future.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Chaim.  Chaim was a tour guide in Israel and he and a group of his buddies were sitting together in Hertzaleah in the beginning of November.  Succor had just ended They were sitting in the cool breezes.  It was now around 50°.  They were just shooting the breeze because there weren’t too many tourists now; they had all gone home.  Chaim piped up and said, “Have I got a story to tell you.  You wouldn’t believe this story!” The others said for him to go on and tell them the story Chaim said, “Well, I got a call from the Bond office that there was this rich American Jew from Texas who was coming and they asked me if I wouldn’t take him through the land of Israel and show him how the country needs his participation, so I got into my car and I drove to the Ben Gurion airport and there I picked up this fellow wearing a fancy cowboy hat and thousand dollar boots with a diamond ring and diamond stickpin and a fancy $1500 suit, and the man came in and talked to me in a southern drawl and gave me his expensive leather luggage which was monogrammed, and I put it in the back of the trunk.  Then he got into the car and put his boots up on the seat and in his southern drawl.  he asked how I was doing and then he took out this big $5 cigar.  He started to smoke.  I, in desperation, decided I had to smoke a cigarette to get some of that smell away from me.  I took out a cigarette and he leaned across with his Dunhill lighter and asked if he could light it for me.  I almost collapsed.  I looked at his arm, and there was a number on his arm.  I quickly pulled over to the side of the road to gather my composure.  He looked at me and said, ‘What are you worried about? A lot of people have numbers on their arms.’ He said he and his whole family were taken to Auschwitz.  After the war he was the only one who survived.  He said he had a distant cousin in Texas and he brought him over to America.  There he made it big, but now he decided to come to Israel because he wanted to do something for his people.  Slowly his fake southern drawl dissipated and he started to talk in a regular tone of voice.  I looked at him and said I had something I wanted to show him.  I turned the car around and headed for a kibbutz near the Sea of Galilee.” Yes, he remembered the first time he came to this country.  Actually Chaim was not his name.  His name was Charley.  He came as a student hitchhiker with a big backpack and he marched up and down Israel staying in youth hostels until he ran out of money.  Then lie decided that he would work on the volunteer kibbutz program.  The volunteers in the kibbutz program is really a program in which a person does all the menial jobs in the kibbutz which the kibbutz members really do not want to do in exchange for room and board.   He was enjoying this program, although he was getting a little tired of the same fare that the kibbutz gave day in and day out.  It was the time of the harvest of the fruit, and in the kibbutz the best fruit was sent to market.  There was a lot of fruit that was not really spoiled but was bruised.  It looked bad, and the kibbutz thought that nobody would buy it, so, therefore he was given the task of emptying this fruit into a big hopper which led to a huge grinder which ground up all this fruit and made juice out of it.  One day he got up early in the morning (there was still dew on the ground) and he went over to the hopper and turned the machine on.  He started to pour the fruit into the hopper.  As he was doing this his sandals slipped because they were from the dew, and he fell into the hopper.  He could not get out.  He kept slipping slowing and inevitably towards the grinder.  He did not know what to do.  He yelled as hard as he could, but the noise of the grinder was so great that nobody could hear him.  Besides, he had gotten up a little early to finish his job so he could go that afternoon into town.  He kept slipping slowly and gradually into those huge blades.  Finally his foot got caught in the blade.  At that particular instant he saw an arm come by, Zalman, who picked him up, and on that arm was tattooed a number.  Zalman was a survivor of Auschwitz.  He had come to Israel in 1948 and settled on the kibbutz.  His job was in the carpentry shop, sweeping it out, doing the carpentry for the kibbutz.  He just happened to come by at that instant and saw Charley there.  He picked him up and Charley had it indelibly ingrained on his mind the number on Zalman’s arm.  Four one oh one were the last four digits.  Of course he had to have his leg amputated below the knee and he spent many months recuperating.  He, though, was treated by a very fine looking young nurse and he fell in love and decided he was going to stay in Israel.  He got married, and the day they moved into their apartment he received his Israeli citizenship papers from the Department of Interior.  Lo and behold, the last four numbers were his celestial number, 4101, the same number that was on Zalman’s arm.  He shrugged it off as a coincidence, but then when he went to the apartment and found that his phone was just installed, he noticed that the last four numbers were also 4101, that celestial number which saved him.  This was too much of a coincidence for him, so he picked up the phone and called Zalman at the kibbutz.  He did not know what to tell Zalman but he sort of mumbled thank you.  Zalman did not know what to answer him back either.  He just said he was welcome and after some idle chit chat the conversation ended.  He became Chaim then.  He was no longer Charley.  When he finally, after driving 2 hours, arrived at the kibbutz, Marvyn was telling him about how he wanted to help his people.  Finally Chaim pulled into the kibbutz and he drove to the carpentry shop.  Sure enough, there was Zalman.  He pulled Marvyn out of his car.  Marvyn did not want to do.  He said, “Why did you bring me here? What do you have to show me here?” It was muddy and had just rained.  He pulled Marvyn’s luggage out of the trunk and put it in the mud.  Marvyn now was really mad.  Then he grabbed hold of Marvyn and rolled up his sleeves and pushed his arm right in front of Zalman.  Zalman looked at the arm, and the last four digits of the number were 4102, and the first digits were identical.  Marvyn looked at Zalman and said, “Zalman, is that you?” Zalman looked at Marvyn and said, “Mendel, you are not dead.” Chaim then got into his car and turned back for Tel Aviv.  “And here I am,” he told the astounded tour guides.  After they had gotten over their initial reaction, after one had dabbed his eye and the other had entered an old expression, they looked at Chaim and said, “You finally got a rich American.  What kind of reward did you get? Did he give you a big tip?” Chaim said, “No, I did not get any big tip, but I got the biggest reward a man could get: I repaid a debt.”

My friends, we are all here today because we are repaying a debt.  We are thanking those who have come before us for teaching us how to cope with the problems of life, for teaching us that inner strength is more important than things.  We are here today to repay that debt Let us all hope and pray that our children and our grandchildren will learn this same lesson so that it can truly be said generations from now Judaism did not die.  It lives and it will live.  Amen.

SHMINI ATZERES 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Haphtorah for Shmini Atzeres we read how Shlomo HaMelech dedicates the Temple, how after the eighth day which refers to Shimini Atzeres itself he sends the people home.  He first makes a beautiful prayer.  He says, “Blessed be the Lord Who has given rest to His people Israel keeping all that He promised.  Not one word has failed of all His good promise which He spoke through Moses His servant.  The Lord our G‑d be with us as He was with our forefathers.  May He not forsake us nor abandon us.  May He turn our heart to Him that we walk in all His ways and keep His commandments, statutes, and laws which He commanded our fathers, and may these words wherewith I prayed before, Lord, be close to the Lord our G‑d day and night so that He shall maintain the cause of His servant and of His people Israel day by day, that all the peoples know that the Lord, he is G‑d.  There is none else, that your heart, therefore, be perfect with the Lord, our G‑d, to walk in His statutes and to keep His commandments as at this day.” It is a beautiful prayer, and afterwards Solomon offers sacrifices before G‑d and then it mentions how on the eighth day he sent the people home, and they blessed the king and went to their tents joyful and glad of heart for all the goodness which the lord had shown to David, His servant, to Israel, His people.  This seems very strange.  Here Solomon had just dedicated the Temple.  He had made a beautiful prayer.  He had enjoined the people to listen to G‑d and asked G‑d to please always be close to the people and then it says on the eighth day, referring to Shmini Atzeres, he sent the people home, and they blessed the king and went to their tents joyfully and glad of heart for all the goodness which the Lord has shown to David, His servant, and to Israel, His people.  Why does it say all the goodness which He has shown to David His servant instead of to Solomon, His servant? After all, it was Solomon who had built the Temple.  It was Solomon who had dedicated it.  It was Solomon who had prayed for the people and here the people were joyful and glad of heart for all the goodness which the Lord had shown to David, His servant.  Why mention David here at all?

Today, of course, we say yizkor, and today we remember those who have gone before us.  We remember those to whom we owe a very great deal because they were so concerned about us and cared about us.  They made sure that we entered into the proper path and kept to that path, and to this very day every time we come to make a decision we think about what they would have wanted, how they would have wanted us to be.  David, of course, was the father of Solomon and David, however, was not the best father that he could have been.  David was preoccupied with affairs of state.  David had much opposition.  David had many enemies, and we all know that David did not concern himself with his children as much as he should have concerned himself with his children.  David had two revolts that were started by his children against him.  We all know the famous story of Avsholom, how after Avsholom revolted and how after he had lost the battle to David’s army he fled and he got caught with his own hair in a tree and he was slain, how David when he heard about his son being slain said, “Avsholom, my son, Avsholom, my son,” and he was grief stricken even though Avsholom had rebelled against him.  We learn also about the rebellion of Adonaija with David was old and feeble.  David had a hard time putting down that rebellion.  It is not true that if you are a parent that you will necessarily be a good parent.  It is important that you not only father or mother a child but that you be with that child and give that child ideals, and not only that you give that child dreams and aspirations but you sit down with the child, spend time with the child.  You ask your children how things are coming.  It is not enough even just to set forward dreams and aspirations and goals, which, of course, David did for all his children, but then he did not necessarily have the time to spend with his children.  He was fortunate in the case of Solomon because Solomon had a mother named Bathsheba who was concerned about him and wanted to make sure that he grew up into the right path.  David was a great man and David did transfer his dreams to his children, but he did not always translate how to accomplish these dreams in the correct and proper way.  He did not take the time that was necessary in order for his children to follow in the correct path.  He was too preoccupied with the matters of state, just as today parents are too preoccupied with earning a living and with external things that they do not have enough time to give their children, and they do not have time to give their children many timer their children will not grow up in a correct and proper way.  Why does it say here that they blessed the king and went to their tents joyful and glad of heart for all the goodness which the Lord had shown to David, His servant, to Israel, His people? Because G‑d had showed a great goodness to David by having his son Solomon complete the Temple, by showing to all the world that David did raise a son who was able to follow in his footsteps, that he was fortunate to have a son who would carry over in his dreams.  This is not something that will happen automatically.  This will only happen if a parent gives attention to the child or if a parent cannot that the parent will make sure that there are others who will do this to make sure that the child grown up in the correct and proper way.  What is the greatest thing that we can say about a person in Judaism? That is that he raised good children, not that his son or daughter became a doctor or lawyer or accountant, but that that child follows in the footsteps of the parent.  That’s why the yahrzeit of a parent and when a child comes to shul and says kaddish and reads the prayers and lights a yahrzeit candle, that this is considered the greatest merit that could occur to the parent because that child is following in the footsteps of the parent.  That child is following in the dreams of the parent.  That child wants to still be a partner with G‑d in perfecting this world and making this world the kind of world that the Jewish dream had always said that it should be.  This was a great goodness that was done to David that Solomon was given the opportunity to fulfill his father’s dream.

That, too, should always be the way we should look at life as well and that is that we should always try to make sure that the children of our community can fulfill the Jewish dream.  It is not true that we are limited to only our own children.  There are many children in this community who need help in order to fulfill the Jewish dream.  Either their parents cannot afford to give their children a Jewish education or the parents do not have the ability to sit down with their children and learn with them.  They do not have the ability to sit with them and transmit the Jewish heritage, but they want their children to have it, and we should always make sure that this is so.  In Judaism the most important thing is the future.  Without children, without the Jewish education, without making sure our children have the tools necessary in order to implement the Jewish dream the Jewish dream will die.  The Jewish dream will not continue, and that, of course, is what we have to do.  We have to make sure that the Jewish dream continues.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Reb Lev Friedman who grew up in Hungary.  He was the son of a very famous rabbi, and he, himself, received Smicha and became a rabbi himself.  He was a very bright person and his father used to consult with him and talk with him.  He used to get all sorts of Shailahs and Teshuvas from all over the world on different subjects, and he loved to talk and discuss these things with his father.  He was also known as a man of great kindness and goodness.  He, himself, married and had children, but then in 1944 when Hitler tired of his Hungarian puppet and decided to invade Hungary himself and send all the Jews to Auschwitz, his dream of living with his father and learning from his father and following in his father’s footsteps ended.  He had been sent away on a mission for his father to another close village so on that Rosh Hashonna when the Nazi troops came in and destroyed the whole village he was not there, but he lost his family.  He was quickly rounded up by the agents of the Germans and turned over to them but he was sent to a labor camp.  He was not killed.  He worked hard in that labor camp.  He was a man who had been used to working with his mind and writing books and not working with a pick and shovel, but somehow he managed to live until the end of the war.  He then had a dream and his dream was to go to the land of Israel.  When he came to the laid of Israel he was offered rabbinic positions but he refused them.  He would rather live on a Moshav and there till the ground and pick oranges if need be but to earn a living with the people of the Moshavav.  He, though, being a learned man was asked to host many sholosh seudat, to give drashas in the shul, and to act as the Moshav’s rabbi.  People remember the beautiful drashas and sermons he gave, especially at sholosh seudos and the beautiful tunes that he would sing, too, at sholosh seudos.  He, though, had a dream himself and something which bothered him tremendously because everyone knew the Germans were going to come into Hungary, and before that fateful Rosh Hashonna he had secreted his son out of the house and given him to the charge of a peasant hoping that after the German invasion was over he would go pick up his son from that peasant, but he was taken to a labor camp and he did not have the opportunity to find out whatever happened to his son.  He was sure, though, that somehow his son had survived the war.  He was even thinking of going back to Hungary to find his son, but people advised him not to do it.  It was a Communist country and since he was born in Hungary he might never be able to get out.  He, though, felt terrible and many times he would go to Bnai Brak to see the young men learning Torah hoping that perhaps miraculously one of them would be his son.  Many times, too, he would meet the immigrants coming to Eretz Yisroel hoping that maybe one of them was his son.  He had remarried and had another family but he always in his heart felt that somehow his son was alive.  One day he heard that a rabbi was coming from America, a rabbi who had been one of his friends and classmates, a rabbi who came to America and who had taken over the position of his own father, who had been a Chassidic rebbe.  His father had been killed in the war but he now became the Chassidishe rebbe for the followers of his father and he set up court in New York.  He had not seen him for many, many years.  He met him at the plane and they quickly embraced and talked to one another, but the rebbe had no time to talk then.  He said to come the next night and they would talk.  Then the next night they met and the rebbe poured his heart out to him.  He said he had nobody to tell his story to.  The rebbe said, “What do you mean you have nobody to tell your story to?” He said, “Well, I was taken to a labor camp during the war after Hitler invaded Hungary, and there I worked very hard in the labor camp, extremely hard in this labor camp, but somehow I managed to stay alive, but immediately before rumors started to spread in the camp that we were to be shipped back to Germany because the Russians were advancing quickly on the German army, immediately two gendarmes came into our labor camp.  They had been bribed by some of the Chassidim of my father who wanted to make sure that the rebbe’s son would stay alive.  These two gendarmes came with papers to take me away and they also had in tow one of the Chassidim of my father.  They told me that I had to come with them immediately because the Germans were going to ship us all back to Germany tomorrow and that meant that most of the people n the work camp would die because shipping back to Germany meant basically a death march.  I did not know what to do.  Should I go with them or not? Should I flee or should I stay? I did not know what to do and to this day my conscience bothers me because in the end I said I would go with then, but I did not get an opportunity to warn the rest of the members of the camp.  I do not know if I did the right thing or not.” Reb Lev Friedman looked at him and said, “Don’t worry.  I am sure that they all heard the rumors.  I am sure that they all knew that something was going to happen and I am sure that many of them did flee.  That’s what happened to me.  I, too, was in a work camp and the rumors grew intense that we were to be shipped back to Germany and I ran away.  As I ran into the woods lucky for me it started to rain and washed away my footsteps and confused the dogs who were sent after me so that they never found me.  I am sure that the rest of them also knew that they were going to be shipped back even if you did not have to tell them that they were going to be shipped back to Germany they knew.” Then the Rebbe went on continuing looking at Laban and said, “But that is not the end of my story.” He said, “What do you mean, that’s not the end of your story?” He said, “Well, after the gendarmes took me they were about to take me to the Romanist border where I would come to freedom when I said, ‘Please, stop.  I want you to come with me to a certain village.  I have my daughter there.  Please, I have given my daughter before Hitler came to a certain villager in this village of Vez, this certain peasant, and I must get my daughter back.’ They would hear nothing of it but I had hidden a gold watch and I took out my gold watch, the last possession I had in the world that had been inscribed to me by my father, and I gave them the gold watch and said, ‘Please go back to the village.  Here is the name of the peasant.  Knock on the door and bring my daughter to me.’ They went to the village and knocked on the door.  They saw a child laying in bed and grabbed the child and brought him to me and we crossed the border.  After we crossed the border I realized that that was not my daughter.  That was a young man.   I did not know what to do but I kissed the young man and I brought him with me and I raised him as my son.” When Lev Friedman heard this he became very agitated and the rebbe looked at him and said, “What are you so agitated for? What are you so excited for?” He said, “Well, after I escaped from my labor camp I went to this village called Vez.  Was that the name of your village?” He said, “Yes.” “I went to the home of this peasant,” and he mentioned the name of the peasant.  He said, “Is that the name of your peasant?” He said, “Yes,” and he said, “And I went into the house and I said, ‘Give me my son,’ and they said, ‘Well, last night the gendarmes came and took your son but we have a little girl here we have also been keeping.  She was in my wife’s bed.  Take her,’ because the peasant was frightened that perhaps the Germans or the Russians would punish him for holding a Jewish girl.  So I took the girl and I brought her with me and raised her as my own daughter here in Israel.” The two friends looked at each other and fell in each other’s arms crying and said, “You raised my son?” “You raised my daughter?” “For the merit of us raising each other’s children may G‑d grant us grandchildren and great-grandchildren from them both.  May He give us the pleasure of making a Shidach for them.” I do not know if they actually did get married and I do not know if they married somebody else, but it is for sure because the rebbe and Lev Friedman were willing to raise somebody else’s child that they had the great merit of seeing their own son and daughter again.  It is our prayer and hope that we should, too, have the great privilege and honor of seeing our own children come back to Judaism even if they stray because we have had the great merit of raising other people’s children.  Just as King David did not have the opportunity to raise all his children as pious Jews yet because of the merit of the fact that he was concerned about the Jewish people, that he was concerned about raising other Jewish children as Jews that his son Solomon was chosen to build the Temple and became a pious Jew and brought the other Jews back.  May we, too, because we are interested in the future, in Jewish dreams devote our energies to raising up a generation of Jewish children even if they are not physically our own so that through their influence those of our children who have gone astray and those of our children who are not interested in Judaism now will become interested in Judaism.  In America we have always emphasized the fact that we have to help aged parents.  We have beautiful Jewish homes for the aged, but, more important than that, though, we have to ensure that there is a future for the Jewish people.  How do we pay back our parents? By doing things for our children and for Jewish children in general.  How do we pay back past generations? By making sure there is a future for this generation and for the next generation.  What was the greatest good that G‑d had shown to David, His servant? That He had let Solomon build the Temple and consecrate it and make it a source of spiritual strength for the Jewish people.  May we, too, by being there to help other Jewish children be worthy of making sure that our own children and our grandchildren and great‑grandchildren, even if have strayed, will come back to the Jewish fold and will truly be Jews who we can be proud of and who can assure the continuation of the Jewish people.  Amen.

SHMINI ATZERES YIZKOR 1994
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will remember those who have gone before us, those who have influenced our lives, those who have made us who we really are today.  They may be gone physically but spiritually they still affect us.  We still think, before making a decision, what would they think? What would they have wanted us to do? It is strange that we say, yizkor on Shmini Atzeres because Shmini Atzeres was a very joyous holiday.  Shmini Atzeres was a holiday all by itself.  It is distinct from Succos in that it speaks about G‑d’s love for the Jewish people.  During the holiday of Succos we offered 70 sacrifices for the nations of the world.  On the holiday of Shmini Atzeres we offered only one sacrifice and that the rabbis say was for the Jewish people, itself.  It is as if G‑d was telling us, “You have done your job for the rest of the world.  Now do a little bit for yourselves before you go back home.” We also know, as we read in the Haphtorah, that this was the holiday in which Solomon the king blessed the Jewish people before he sent them home after he dedicated the Temple.  After 2 weeks of celebration for the dedication of the first Temple Solomon blessed the people and bid them go home.  In fact, Shmini Atzeres is known as the day of blessing.  In fact, Simchas Torah, which actually is a very late holiday in the sense of it being called Simchas Torah, was known for generations as just the second day of Shmini Atzeres.  In fact, in our prayers it is just referred to as the second day of Shmini Atzeres, and it is especially known as the day of blessing, too.  In that day we actually read Moses’ blessings to the Jewish people, how Moshe blessed each tribe before his own death.   In the Haphtorah that we are going to read today we read referring to Solomon, “And he stood and he blessed all the community of Israel in a loud voice saying, ‘Blessed be G‑d Who gave rest to His people Israel like all which He spoke Who did not fail to do one thing from all the things which He spoke in the hand, of Moshe, His servant.  The Lord our G‑d be with us as He was with our father.  May He not forsake or abandon us.  May He turn out heart to Him.  May we walk in all His ways and keep His commandments and laws which He commanded our fathers, and may these words wherewith I have entreated before the Lord be nigh to the Lord our G‑d day and night so that He may maintain the cause of His servant and of His people Israel day by day.  Let all the peoples of the earth know that the Lord He is G‑d.  There is none else.  Let your heart, therefore, be perfect with the Lord our G‑d to walk in His steps and to keep His commandments as at this day.’” Then at the very end of the Haphtorah it says, “On the eighth day (which is Shmini Atzeres) he sent the people home and they blessed the king and went to their tent joyful and glad of heart for all the goodness which the Lord had shown to David His servant and to Israel His people.” This was the day of blessing.

Today we recall those who have gone before us because they have been such a blessing to us.  Just as in Solomon’s last words, it says in this Haphtorah, “And he sent the people home and they blessed the king and went to their tents joyful and glad of heart for all the goodness which the Lord has shown to David His servant and to Israel His people.” After all, David had been dead for sometime now.  It was Solomon who had built the Temple.  Yet, it said “for the goodness which the Lord has shown to David His servant” because Solomon was following in the footsteps of his father David.  Solomon realized what a blessing David really was to him, how his father was such a blessing to him.  I know that many times when a person loses a relative who has been so good and compassionate and kind and caring that it hurts terribly and almost the better the parent the worse the pain, but today we are not mourning.  Today we come together to recall the blessings that that person had on our life.  We are recalling how we have been blessed by them having lived, how our life is so much better, and how our life is so much fuller and richer in spiritual content because they lived.  They gave us direction and goals and strength to overcome our problems.  They showed us what the important things of life are.  The Lord our G‑d be with us as He was with our fathers.  They taught us what the important thing is: to have strength and courage, to have belief in G‑d.  Do not forsake us or abandon us, we read.  May He turn our hearts to Him that we walk in all His ways and keep His commandments, statutes, and laws which He commanded our fathers.  In Hebrew, of course, this expression means both fathers and mothers.  We give thanks today for the fact that they lived.  We remember them as a blessing they gave so much to our lives we should all determine that the way we will pay them back is by doing a lot for our children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren.  Today is known as the day of blessing, that was the original name of Simchas Torah, the day on which Moshe Rabbeinu blessed all the children of Israel.  He blessed them not by overlooking their faults or the problems they caused him or the disputes he had with them, but realizing that they were, in spite of everything, a blessing.  Even when they disagreed with him they allowed him to see things clearer.  Today we realize that the main job of the Jew is to be a blessing, to be a blessing to his family, to his people, to his religion, to all the nations of the world.

I am reminded of the story about Eres.   Eres had just gotten off the plane from Switzerland at Ben Gurion airport.  There he caught one of these 9 seated little buses that had come from Haifa.  It stopped at Ben Gurion airport on its way to Jerusalem.  There were already 3 nuns that were sitting in the back there who had got on the bus thinking that they were going to Nazareth.  This had been a miserable experience for them.  They had waited all this time to go to the Holy Land and here they had come in the middle of the Gulf War and not only that but they did not know a word of Hebrew and people looked askance at them when they started to speak in German.  Another person who also got on the bus at the airport was a teenaged boy from America and a teenaged girl.  It was hard to tell them apart except the boy only had one earring and the girl had 3 earrings, Doug and June.  Also getting on the bus at the same time was Shlomo Bunin, a big heavy man, 6’2”, 250 pounds, who had a yarmulka at a rakish angle on his head.  He had gone abroad to solicit money for yeshiva.  He did not come with a Kapota and act the part of a Mashoach.  He was an executive director and a very successful fundraiser at that.  Then, of course, there was Tzion, the bus driver, who was a typical Israeli.  Then you had Zeev, the ideologue, who knew everything, who would not stop talking.  He knew everything except one thing and that was that he was a terrible bore.  Eres got on this bus so depressed.  He had just had a fight with his partner, who was his best friend for 9 years, and he felt that the whole world was caving in on him.  He did not know where to turn.  He had gone to Switzerland leaving the country he was so mad at his partner, Rafi.  Rafi had been his best friend in the army for 3 years and then for 6 years they had been in business and had made a tremendous success making hand held massagers.  In fact, their company because of the sales of their company, they were the fourth largest importer of rubber and carbonates in Israel, but they had this terrible fight and he did not know who to turn to or what to do, but the Gulf War started and he knew that he had to be with his people.  He could not be in Switzerland.  The bus took off from the airport on the way to Jerusalem.  There is a stretch along the road to Jerusalem which looks pretty much abandoned.  All of a sudden the air raid siren came on and immediately Zeev said, “Stop the bus, stop the bus.” Tzion pushed the gas harder.  Zeev almost had a fit, but Tzion knew what he was doing.  He was going to the first home.  He stopped at the home and knocked on the door and there the door was opened by a little old lady named Goldie.  Goldie asked what she could do for them.  He said, “Well, the sirens went off and we need to be in a safe room.  After all, there could be gas in these rockets.” Goldie looked at him and at all the others and said, “Morris, we have company.  Get ready for company.” She let them all in.  As they came into the house they asked where her safe room was.  Zeev had already pulled out his gas mask.  She said, “Safe room, no safe room.  I don’t have such a thing.  I was in Auschwitz and I saw everything arid I escaped that.  I can escape this gas, too.” Zeev was not to be put off.  He opened his duffel bag in which he had all sorts of plastic and tape and he quickly sealed off the two bedrooms and the bathroom to be safe.  He looked at them and said, “Get into the rooms now quickly.” She looked as the boys and girls started to go into the rooms and said, “Wait a minute here.  No boys and girls, are going to the same bedroom in my house.  The boys will go in one room and the girls will go in another room.” Joan looked at her and said, “You are medieval.” Doug said, “Listen, Joan, for a little while we can be separated.” They were about ready to go into the safe rooms when all of a sudden there was a knock on the door and an elegant man with a knitted yarmulke and a very small little beard knocked on the door and said, “May I come in?” Eres looked up and, to and behold, it was Rafi.  He was shaken to his core.  He did not know what to do.  Goldie let him in and then on the radio came, “Out of the safe rooms but nobody leave the houses.” She said, “Morris, we’ve got another guest.  Look, we now have a minyan.” She looked at the look that Eras gave him and said, “Got in Himmel, what’s going on here?” The runs yelled, “Sprechensee Deutsch?” Goldie looked at them and said, “Oy vay izmir, Nazis in my house,” but they quickly told her that these were nuns that had nothing to do with the Holocaust and they all sat down.  Then she went over to Eres and said, “Eres, why do you have this great animosity to this man here?” He said, “I’ll tell you what happened.  Two weeks ago I was in America and the head of one of the largest department stores, a Mr. Harris, came to me and made an appointment with me and ordered 60,000 of our hand massagers if we would give them exclusive distribution rights in America at full price, no discounts.  I called up Rafi and asked if he could do it.  He said he only had 24,000 in stock but he would do it.  Then I was so excited I could not control myself.  I wasn’t supposed to come back to Israel for another week but 3 days later I came to Israel, and you know what I did when I came to Israel? I found that the factory was empty.  The workers had been given the week off.  There was no machinery there.  I looked in the warehouse and there was no inventory there either.  I went to the office and there I found that my partner had sold 24,000 of our hand massagers to Mr. Gordon, the competitor of Mr. Harris.  I did not know what to do.  My partner had cheated me, swindled me.  I got on the phone and yelled and screamed at him and did not let him say a word and then I got on a plane for Switzerland where I stayed for a few days and just came back here now.” He glowered at Rafi.  Rafi looked at him and said, “Oh, what a sanctimonious self-righteous person this is,” and started to walk out.  Bunin blocked the door.  He was good at that.  He was a fundraiser.  He said, “Nobody is getting out of here.  The government still says we can’t go out.  And besides, Rafi, you haven’t told your story yet.” Eres said, “Why should I listen to him? What can he tell me?” Then Rafi said, “As soon as I got the order I was so excited, but that night we had a terrible storm in our section of Israel and all our electricity went out.  They had to be delivered within a week.  We knew the electricity would not be restored for a week.  I called al1 over Israel.  I finally found an empty factory in Bet Shemish.  I quickly hired a moving company to move all our equipment there overnight.  It cost a lot of money to do that, though.  I remember Gordon that he wanted our hand massagers.  He wanted 20% off, a discount, but he did not have any distribution rights in America, only in South America and Europe.  I quickly sold him the 24,000 so I had the cash to move the factory.  I asked our workers to work not double shifts, but triple shifts and to bring all their relatives there.  We quickly worked as hard as we possibly could and just a few hours before the war broke out I delivered the last of the 60,000.  Then I got a call from Eres who did not allow me to explain anything but just blasted me and hung up the phone.  I did not know where he went.  I tried to contact him but I didn’t know where he went.” Eres looked at him and said, “Will you forgive me, Rafi?” Rafi looked at him and said, “Can I give you a lift?” At that time the all clear sounded and the people left Goldie’s house.  As Rafi and Eres were leaving, a little calico cat came in through the door.  Goldie looked down and said, “Morris, where have you been, you naughty cat?” It is the business of the Jew to be a blessing, to be a blessing not only to himself but to especially his family and fellow Jews and to the whole world.  It is the job of the Jew to remember that everybody has potentiality to be a blessing.  It is up to us to be that blessing.  As we remember those who have gone before us, let us thank G‑d for their lives because they have truly been a blessing to us and to others, and may we be inspired by them to also be a blessing to others and to future generations, to everyone whom we may meet, both Jew and gentile, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  Amen.
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